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ABSTRACT
Reali, Theresa. Influences on student choice and voice: Agency, engagement, and equity.
Published Doctor of Education, dissertation, University of Northern Colorado, 2021.

Students at a suburban high school in the American Mountain West have been separated by race,
linguistic ability, and socio-economic status for decades, and the research posits that the ways in
which students have moved in cohorts throughout past decades has largely determined their
academic pathways in high school. The researcher studied eight student perceptions of variable,
heterogeneous grouping and democratic pedagogical practices on academic achievement,
feelings of self-agency, and engagement in sophomore English Language Arts; two regular
placement (non-advanced) sub-groups of Anglo and Latino/a students were included as student
participants. Students were interviewed and observed during group work with peers they chose
independently, then in assigned, heterogeneous groups. Students were also given several
activities that involved curricular choice and choice in workflow, so it was of interest what
factors impacted students’ choices in curricula, peers for group work, and approaches to
completing academic tasks. Data collection included questionnaire, interview, observation,
review of student work, and tracking of assignment completion and grades. Academic
achievement, verbal participation, and self-perceived feelings of efficacy, volition, and safety
were assessed to determine whether assigned, heterogeneous grouping that involved democratic
choice in curricula inspired higher rates of participation, engagement, achievement, and feelings
of efficacy.
Keywords: agency, care theory, choice, critical theory, engagement, equity
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
General Area Under Study
The area under study is student agency and cohort formation in high school students who
reside in a diverse, but disparate community of relative socio-economic privilege. Because
students have often moved through the K-12 education system in racially and linguistically
bound cohorts, by the time they enter the final phase of their journey through K-12 public
education, they have been distinctly separated into groups that are on the advanced track and the
more traditional, mainstream, academic track. These groups appear to be so tightly bound by the
time they reach the secondary level of education, that can be extraordinarily difficult to extricate
individual members, in favor of more diverse educational experiences and opportunities.
Disrupting these cohorts is of interest in the long-term, as doing so may provide increased access
to Advanced Placement coursework and post-secondary pathways to broader, more diverse
groups of students; more immediately, if students are comfortable collaborating with peers who
are from varied linguistic and cultural backgrounds, they may see their own places in the
educational landscape as malleable and open to previously unexplored pathways. Pettigrew and
Tropp's (2006) analysis of more than 500 studies deduced that interactions between members of
different social groups can lead to positive outcomes like reduced prejudice, pejorative attitudes,
and stereotypes, and even increases friendship among people in varied groups. If students see
themselves as friends and collaborators with those who have different backgrounds as they, it
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may also be true that they will see themselves as included in academic spaces with cohorts that
may not look like them or come from the same places. They may also access ideas and vantage
points that they had never considered, which is the essence of becoming an educated citizen in a
functional democracy.
Furthermore, what informs student choice and how they exert it is of interest because if
educators achieve clearer understanding of what motivates students’ choices, they may be able to
plan more effectively to facilitate productive student agency. Student agency is worthy of
examination as it applies to the ways in which students determine what they want to study, with
whom they want to work, and how they may want to approach classwork. Agency is generally
defined as the will and ability of a person to act (Gao, 2010). If educators can achieve clearer
awareness of what motivates students to choose as they do, as it applies to grouping, curriculum,
and workflow, we may additionally be able to close the ubiquitous opportunity and achievement
gaps that have plagued public education since the Civil Rights era.
Equity is discussed in this study in varied ways, so clarification is warranted. Minow
(2021) articulated clearly how schools and educators most often apply the term “equity” to our
work, saying,
The use of ‘equity,’ especially in the context of schooling, reflects the disappointments of
‘equality’ and ‘equal protection’ as interpreted and implemented. The turn to ‘equity’
marks a search for different results. The hope may be that ‘equity’ opens possibilities of
probing deeper into ongoing issues unresolved by easy claims of ‘equal opportunity’ or
‘equal protection.’(p. 171).
This commonly applied usage of the term “equity” can mislead and result in confusion
for those seeking to differentiate “equality” from “equity.” Minow (2021) went on to define
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“equality” as treating “everyone the same,” resistance of “group classifications,” have a “focus
on opportunity going forward,” promising “fairness, neutrality, [and] impartiality,” and
“evenhanded treatment and privision” (p. 180). “Equity,” however, is treated differently in
Minow’s (2021) definition: When seeking to achieve “equity,” each “individual” should be
treated “differently based on need and background,” there should be a “focus on...uneven playing
fields and distribution of advantages and disadvantages, “ and those who are responsible
members of institutions should seek to, “Reallocate resources and rules to overcome existing
barriers, differences in outcomes, and representation” (p. 180). This study is concerned with
issues of equity, as Minow (2021) described them, and the foci on heterogeneous grouping and
agency are in place to shine a light on such issues.
The study most included the term “equity” as it applied to group members’ contributions
to the work they had been assigned to complete, though. Student perceptions of equitable work
within groups, both assigned and self-selected, were considered and included in data, results, and
discussion.
Statement of the Problem
Ever since the day I stepped onto the Anon High School campus five years ago, the
optics of student separation have troubled me. A third of the student population identifies as
Hispanic/Latino, but simple observation of every public space in the school reveals that the
remaining two thirds of the school population, mostly Anglo students, do not often intermingle
and share academic or social life with Latino students. Once I started teaching advanced courses
at the school, I noticed that the optics of separation pervasively existed in classroom
environments as well as in the hallways. My “regular” sophomore classes looked a lot like our
cafeteria and hallways did, a diverse mix of students, but “advanced” classes were distinctly
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homogenous and mostly Anglo. This caused me to question how and why our school arrived at
this place, and what may be influencing students to choose as they did.
Within classroom environments, I also noticed that when I afforded students
opportunities to apply agency and their own decision-making processes, Anglo students appeared
to approach such choices with confidence, while Latino students demonstrated more hesitance.
This pattern caused me to pose questions about how students determine what they choose and
what influences those choices. I thought that if I could explore and learn about why students felt
empowered to choose at times, yet appeared to be totally trepidatious in other circumstances, I
may be able to structure instructional content and activities to better support learning, overall
academic confidence, and willingness to exert agency.
Student agency and empowerment often lead to confidence in knowledge acquisition for
students who are both striving and high achieving. According to Mercer (2011), when learners
are afforded agency and allowed to determine the shape of their learning environments, they are
more likely to have the tools they need to engage in independent knowledge acquisition. In fact,
student agency can lead to not only superlative academic achievement, but it also commonly
leads to better student behaviors in class. Bown (2009) highlighted the link between student
agency and emotional self-regulation when he wrote: “To effectively manage learning and
regulate emotional responses, learners must be aware of their own agency and must believe
themselves capable of exercising that agency” (p. 580). When students are allowed to choose
what they study and with whom they collaborate to do so, belief in their own capacity for agency
swells.
If students are afforded absolute volition, however, they may choose to work with others
who look like them and come from similar backgrounds. Teachers at Anon High School
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certainly have noticed this is true. Therefore, it is worthwhile to guide student choice when
educators know there is inherent value in the discomfort of growth. Heterogeneous grouping is
likely to benefit students of all abilities and backgrounds as the dynamically changing
demographics in the United States demand increasing linguistic and cultural flexibility (Paris &
Alim, 2014). Power and access in broader global contexts are linked inextricably to
multilingualism and multiculturalism, so American public educators would be wise to arm
students with such skill sets through intentional, heterogeneous grouping. This practice stands to
benefit students from all cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
Background to the Study
There are multiple factors that contribute to inequities in education: 1.) Self-separation 2.)
Predominance of Anglo ideologies and values 3.) Disempowered students. If educators are to
impact longitudinal change that facilitates equity for all students, the evolving demographic and
experiences of the student body must first be considered. Indeed, language and cultural values
are at odds with those of most public schools for Latino/a students in the United States. Since all
baseline norms and academic expectations in secondary and post-secondary education are
founded on colonial and Eurocentric ideologies, these educational domains are dominantly
Anglo (Ayala & Ramirez, 2019). Rosa and Flores (2017) pointed out that there are multiple
factors in schools that lead students of color, particularly those who speak a language other than
English as a first language, to believe they cannot succeed and are less than their Anglo
counterparts:
In addition to digital technologies, nonhuman actors, including assessments and policies,
can function as powerful perceiving subjects that profoundly shape racialized populations’
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experiences across contexts. Seemingly objective procedures for testing and classifying
language become powerful actors and institutional gatekeepers. (Rosa & Flores, 2017, p.
10)
This sends a resounding message of expected conformity to Latino/a students, especially those
who speak Spanish as a first language, as they attempt to traverse educational landscapes in the
United States.
When students believe that the academic context is fixed and unalterable, they are
disconnected from the learning space and their own senses of agency. Any institution that seeks
to engage students must seek and respect learners' perceptions of the school's environment, and
then employ those vantage points to shape curricula and climate (Johnson et al., 2007). Latino/a
students may not experience any deficits in an educational environment other than those related
to embodying Anglo culture (Eurocentrism), but that may be more than enough to alienate them
from educational experiences and environments.
While the achievement gap remains robust in public education, Latino/a students are
graduating high school at increased rates, and college enrollment has correspondingly increased.
The dropout rate was 32% in the year 2000, and it dropped to 12% in 2014, which unfortunately
still left Latino/a students with the highest dropout rate among all racial and ethnic demographics
(Krogstad, 2016). Black students dropped out 7% of the time, Whites 5%, and Asians 1%. In
2014, Latino/a people between the ages of 18 and 24 were attending 2- or 4-year colleges at a
rate of 35%, which was a marked raise from the 22% rate of 1993 (Krogstad, 2016). While more
Latino/a students than ever have attended college, their graduation rate has remained
significantly lower than any other racial or ethnic demographic at 15% (Krogstad, 2016). This
may be due to prevalent attendance at two-year colleges. While the education system has
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seemingly ascertained how to include more Latino/a students in post-secondary education,
institutions of higher education has not determined adequate solutions for sub-par graduation
rates.
If educators are ever to find a viable solution to the ubiquitous achievement and
opportunity gaps that have plagued public education for decades, we must be willing to consider
the lack of power and empowerment students in general, especially students of color, have
experienced and continue to battle today. In classrooms with a focus on self-determination,
students' agentic engagement may inspire them to use voice to express needs, preferences, and
offer numerous contributions to the learning environment. Students are often more willing to
engage as agents in their own learning when they believe their teachers value such volition
(Reeve, 2013). When teachers offer students voice and choice in their own educational pathways
and learning environments, and most importantly, create a sense of shared power, they articulate
trust and value in their students that truly matters.
Conceptual Framework
Contemporary instructional design and implementation must be analyzed through a
critical lens if educational equity is ever to be realized in the classrooms of American public
schools. Contrary to popular belief, critical theoretical analysis is not primarily based in finding
fault and assigning blame. Power can act as both a positive and negative force; it is sometimes
employed to strip people of their democratic rights, to force ideologies into application, and to
oppress, but it is just as often utilized to comprise the institutions and entities that continuously
allow room for hope that democratic needs will be met (Apple, 2014). According to Freire
(1970), “There is no road to humanization . . . but authentic transformation of the dehumanizing
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structure” (p. 11). The structures of education and instruction, therefore, must evolve if more
equitable outcomes are to occur.
The aims of education are ideally centered in caring exchange, which includes equitable
opportunities for all students to interact with rigorous and engaging curriculum and pedagogy.
According to Noddings (2005), the main aims of education are to, “Take care of affiliative needs
. . . Relax the impulse to control . . . Get rid of program hierarchies,” and she went on to
emphasize that, “programs for the noncollege bound should be just as rich, desirable, and
rigorous as those for the college bound” (p. 174). Dewey (1916) laid the groundwork for this
thinking when he asserted that for an educational aim to be “dictated by the teacher . . . is to talk
nonsense” (p.112). In the same vein, Noddings (2005) called to mind Freire (1970) in the way
she used the word dialogue when she characterized it as authentic, open-ended, and reciprocal,
wherein no one involved can determine what the eventual result will be. According to Noddings
(2005), dialogue should connect people with one another and assist us in establishing caring
relationships. Like Noddings (2005), Giroux (2016) explicated the value of caring and common
pursuit of justice when he said, “In a culture drowning in a new love affair with empiricism and
data, that which is not measurable withers. Lost here are the registers of compassion, care for
others, the radical imagination, a democratic vision, and a passion for justice” (p. 58). The
classroom environment must, therefore, be a space of equity and collaboration for students to be
bought in enough to invest and take risks, and therefore, to grow as learners and human beings.
While the art of listening is arguably a guide to the best teaching, it also leads to a
process of researching for a teacher to endeavor. Noddings (2005) asserted, “It must be
acceptable to admit error, confusion, or even distaste for the subject at hand. But students must
also accept responsibility for communicating their needs to teachers” (p. 108). After all, teachers
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cannot know what students have learned and what they still need to learn without listening to
what they say. Once this fundamental trust is built, students and teachers alike can feel
comfortable with confusion and explore new meaning together (Duckworth, 2006). Students
must be encouraged to create their own meaning and believe that their own ideas are just as valid
as the teacher's. This, of course, requires trusting relationships that include teachers, students,
and peer collaborators. Paulo Freire (1970) agreed that students should make their own meaning
and reject the idea that teachers are ultimate gatekeepers of knowledge. He believed in problem
posing education, which responds “to the essence of consciousness - intentionality - rejects
communiques and embodies communication” (p. 79). He went on to make the point even more
strongly when he said, “Apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, individuals cannot be truly
human. Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless,
impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the world, and
with each other” (p. 72). Students must be afforded plentiful opportunity to discuss, collaborate,
and create meaning with heterogeneous peer groups and teachers as facilitators.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to understand how students applied agency in the following
domains: curricular choice, peer/group member choice, and approach to assignment/task
completion. I hoped to learn how students determine what they may want to study and
furthermore and how teachers may best facilitate curricular choice. Finally, and perhaps most
importantly, I hoped to learn how and why students chose peers for group work. I wanted to
understand motives and factors for consideration in all agentic decision making, so that I could
better understand how and why students become separated into what have always appeared to be
tightly bound social and academic cohorts.
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I wanted to first observe how students chose peers when they were allowed to self-select
group members with whom to work. Once they had the chance to work with self-selected group
members, I wanted to distribute questionnaires to understand how and why students chose group
members as they did, and how that grouping worked for them; I wanted to learn students’
perceptions of how well they were able to complete academic work within their chosen groups.
In addition, I hoped to learn how committed students were to the groups they chose, so I asked
them to choose for themselves on three different occasions to observe how robust their initial
choices were. That process helped me decide which students to interview in further depth, so that
I could better understand how and why peers had been chosen, and furthermore, how students
perceived their own decision-making processes regarding subject areas of study and approach to
completing class work. Once interview participants had been chosen, I was able to engage in
observation on a weekly basis as students worked in groups and on an independent basis.
Many teachers at Anon High School comment regularly on the ways in which students
self-separate and simultaneously mourn the loss of access to differently abled peers that results. I
have noticed this in all grade levels of classes I have taught at Anon High School over the past
four years as well, and it caused me to wonder if students had been moving in cohorts for so
long, that they had relegated themselves to academic domains (advanced or regular placement
courses). This wonderment inspired me to start by studying the ways in which regular placement,
Language Arts 10 (LA10) students might react, regarding academic production and positive peer
engagement in self-selected groups, versus assigned, heterogeneous groups.
Research Questions
Q1

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of
being regularly asked to make choices about what and how they learn?
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Q2

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of the
efficacy of assigned, mixed-ability grouping?

Q3

In what ways is student engagement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping,
and how is that different from self-selected grouping?

Q4

In what ways is student achievement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping
in a sophomore Language Arts class?

Student Participants
I selected eight student participants after initial assignments and group choices were
conducted. I was able to observe students’ actions and apparent motives as they selected group
members with whom to work and then drill down further via questionnaire to gain insight
regarding how robust motives for those group selections were. I chose two students who
indicated strong preferences for group member traits and two students who indicated flexibility
in group members with whom they were willing to work. Additionally, I considered racial and
linguistic backgrounds when selecting student participants. I chose two Anglo students, one
male, one female, and I chose two Latino/a students, one male and one female. This way I was
able to represent gender, racial, and linguistic diversity in data findings.
Data Collection Methods
I first employed observation to see how students selected group members; then I utilized
questionnaire responses to glean insight into why students had chosen peer partners as they had,
as well as how committed they were to those selections. Then I observed how often they stayed
with the same peer groups when given the chance to choose their own group members over the
course of three grouping opportunities. These observations, when teemed with questionnaire
data, helped me decide which students to include in the study as interview participants. I was
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careful to choose two males (one Anglo and one Latino) and two females (one Anglo and one
Latina).
I conducted three interviews with each of the four participants over the course of twelve
weeks, and I asked questions to allow me to further understand what informed students’ choices
of peer partners, subject area of study, and how they decided to complete the work. Additionally,
I observed student participants once a week within groups, and throughout each week as
individuals. Throughout the study, I kept an eye toward student achievement because it was
important to note how group structures and student choices may impact academic achievement.
Throughout the process of data collection, I composed copious memos and notes so that
data points may be connected later. After transcribing each interview manually, I conducted a
round of open coding to determine themes that were emerging. Open codes included phrases
like, “Internal,” “External,” “Isolation,” and “Enjoyment.” Throughout the process of data
collection, I composed copious memos and notes so that data points may be connected later.
After transcribing each interview manually, I conducted a round of open coding to determine
themes that were emerging. Open codes included phrases like, “Internal,” “External,”
“Isolation,” and “Enjoyment.” Through two more rounds of axial coding, I was able to revise and
condense the codes I was using to arrive at themes of: Agency, Engagement, and Equity. The
same process was applied when I analyzed data from observations and student work/academic
achievement.
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Findings
Peer Choice: Engagement and
Equity
I found that Latino/a student participants did have more robust commitment to choosing
peers to work with who were from similar cultural and linguistic backgrounds as they were. They
expressed comfort and trust when working with Spanish speaking peers who originated from
Mexico, while Anglo student participants did not express such dedication to peer selection. The
trust and comfort levels Latino/a students felt in self-selected groups, though, did not lead to
substantially higher or lower instances of academic achievement; nor did Anglo peer selection.
The trust and comfort with Spanish speaking peers that Latino/a students mentioned repeatedly
led to increased engagement at times, but also lack of equitable contribution within groups. Free
riders and students who chose to simply disengage during group work were present in both selfselected and assigned groups.
When students worked in assigned groups, some demonstrated reluctance to speak and
became disengaged, while others reported viewing such groupings as opportunities to meet new
people and learn better English skills. Students offered copious positive commentary on learning
experiences in assigned groups, and Anglo student participants spoke specifically about how
much lower their anxiety was when they did not have to choose for themselves. They said they
felt nervous and pressured when they did not know enough students in the class well enough to
ask them to group with them. They worried they would be rejected, and that concern was
pervasive.
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Curricular Choice: Engagement
Overwhelmingly, students were most engaged when they were allowed to choose their
focus of study and curricular exploration. Although engagement was positively impacted when
choice was afforded, student participants reported struggles with narrowing down choices and
settling on just one area of study. Even though I tried to offer a moderate selection of choices
each time I offered selections, both male participants said the breadth and depth of offerings
confounded their efforts to choose.
Approach to Work Completion:
Engagement
Student participants were ubiquitously invested in approaching the work in ways that
worked uniquely for each of them. Though there were times when I guided work completion
explicitly, on most occasions, students were allowed to determine their own processes that
worked for them. All four participants enjoyed the chance to complete assignments and projects
in sometimes unconventional ways. Some reported started from the ending and working
backwards to get to the beginning of projects. Others paced themselves in uniquely fitting ways.
This allowed kids to make their schoolwork fit with their lives and intellectual leanings.
Significance of the Study
Due to the current and long-standing thrust in public education toward standardized
assessment, there is an urgent need to address the often-neglected gap in equitable opportunity
for students of color. According to Giroux (2016), standardized assessment creates an elusive
sense of power because it defines education as a form of training and pedagogy only as a vehicle
for propagating standardized skill sets; this practice is deliberately devoid of moral education and
education for self-agency. Noddings (2005) took a firm stance regarding the duty educators have
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to engage students in moral education, as she claimed that, “Moral life . . . should be frankly
embraced as the main goal of education. Such an aim does not work against intellectual
development or academic achievement” (p. 173). Teachers may not realize it, but we have the
ability to confirm others, and they us. In fact, Noddings (2005) claimed that if we can clearly see
who others are striving to become, we can achieve confirmation, “When we . . . spot a better self
and encourage its development” (p. 25). Equitable educational opportunity is a moral issue, and
students should be aware that they and their peers are influential agents for change.
As students engage in knowledge construction, they make judgements and evaluate,
relating ideas to one another. There is no single answer to any problem, but instead students are
expected to generate myriad solutions from varying perspectives. By challenging the deepest
structural school issues through equity-based pedagogy, significant aspects of hidden curriculum
are exposed (Banks, 2007, pp. 94-95). Students must be closely in touch with the producers of
knowledge and understand how they are related to the political, social, and economic arenas of
society. In order for multicultural citizenship education to occur, students must become
knowledge producers and utilize the knowledge they have achieved to affect democratic, social,
and civic action (Banks, 2007). Perhaps when students are asked to consistently collaborate with
others whose origins are much different from their own, and they are then trusted to create
meaning through self-agency, they will feel empowered to pursue whatever educational and
professional trajectories they choose.
Although bureaucratic institutions, like public education, are generally dominated by “the
politics of accords or compromises,” specific terms of such agreements are dictated by groups
that have always held power (Apple, 2014, p. 9). However, these types of compromises are
rarely robust, so they leave room for democratically inspired action (Apple, 2014). Schools, in
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fact, are dynamic sites for cultural and sociological change. Giroux (1983) framed schools as
embodying far more than instruction. He claimed that schools are “cultural sites,” places where
groups from vastly varying economic and cultural groups contend and struggle (p. 74). This
fruitful space for metamorphosis begs for exploration and examination. Such study may lead to
evolution of the educational system and perhaps even society at large. To that end, Michael W.
Apple (2014) called for “radical” transformation of “power relations and policy assumptions,” so
that “the gender, class, and race structuring of opportunity” may be changed (p. 37).
To address long-term change in education, development and application of new theory, or
revised theory, can be illuminating. Generating a theory means processing data and applying it to
research as it unfolds. It is ongoing and systematic (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 6). Glaser and
Strauss (1967) placed emphasis on generating theory as a process, an imperfect product that is
constantly developing. When theory is employed as an ongoing process, “the reality of social
interaction and its structural context . . . renders quite well” (p. 32). Existing formal theory may
help me generate substantive theories. When researchers are “objective and less theoretically
biased…new grounded formal theories” may emerge (Glaser & Strauss, 1967. p. 34). I first
established a substantive theory, and eventually, the substantive will lead to generation of more
formal theory. Substantive theory will hopefully lead to professional education, and formal
theory may address socialization, authority, reward systems, and social mobility (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967). According to Glaser and Strauss (1967), “Ethnographic studies, substantive
theories and data collection are all . . . necessary for building up comparative analysis to formal
theory” (p. 35). I had to study multiple subgroups as a means of comparison. Control over
congruences and discrepancies between groups in significant in the pursuit of category
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development and identifying and correlating theoretical properties, which is all necessary if an
emergent theory is to be developed (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
If students in racial sub-groups achieve at higher rates and experience feelings of selfagency and efficacy because of heterogeneous grouping and implementation of tenets of
democratic education, then through professional development, educators may be encouraged
utilize such strategies more broadly. This could lead to true desegregation of Advanced
Placement and honors courses and more robust socio-economic mobility. Students at Anon High
School would most immediately benefit from this research and change of pedagogical practice,
but if professional development and publication on the subject becomes more widely propagated,
students of color and their peers could likewise prosper in the broader educational landscape.
Limitations
The study only included tenth grade students at Anon High School, in the American
Mountain West. Students in two regular (non-advanced), sophomore English Language Arts
courses will be foci of study. Additionally, I studied specific racial sub-groups: Latino/a and
Anglo/Non-Hispanic. Comparison of Latino/a students and their Anglo counterparts illuminated
how heterogeneous grouping and democratic classroom practices affected academic achievement
and feelings of self-agency in the group that was over-represented in advanced courses, as well
as in the under-represented group. It was of interest how such deliberately equitable practices
impacted all students, particularly those who had not yet reached equitable representation in high
level academic coursework. Students were also solely observed during English Language Arts
classes because this was the subject area in which Latino/a students have historically struggled
most frequently, largely due to obstacles related to second language acquisition. If this high area
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of academic need can be made more accessible and equitable through a few classroom practices,
the exploration is worthwhile.
Definition of Terms
IEP - Individualized Education Program, a legal system of documentation for services to be
provided to special education students, per the IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act) legislation.
ELD - English Language Development, a term to designate students who require additional
services outside of standard classroom practices for development of English as a second
language.
TAG - Talented and Gifted, a term to designate students who are academically gifted and require
additional academic challenge for maximum engagement in school
AP - Advanced Placement
DAE - Dominant American English
CAP - Collective Action Problem
CSP - Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy
CRT - Critical Race Theory
Summary
When students are afforded voice and agency over what they study and how they study it,
they are far more likely to move forward confidently in their educational endeavors. Parents,
peers, and teachers possess profound abilities to influence the ways students feel about
demonstrating learner agency (Manyukhina & Wyse, 2019). Furthermore, students rise to
academic and personal ethical challenges when caring, trusted adults are the ones who issue
them, so care is an essential element of effective education (Noddings, 2013). When students feel

19
safe and cared for, they are most likely to feel the confidence necessary to apply agency to
learning experiences.
Chapter I: Introduction included the basic elements of the research study, which were:
General Area Under Study, Statement of the Problem, Background to the Study, Conceptual
Framework, Proposed Study, Research Questions, Data Collection Methods, Significance of the
Study, and Definition of Terms, Chapter II explicates significant literature related to the subject
matter of study. Chapter II: Literature Review presents an explicit and copious review of
research regarding care theory and critical theory Chapter III: Methodology provides the
methodological framework including Rationale, Research Setting, Data Sources, Data
Collection, Data Analysis, Trustworthiness and Limitations of the study. Chapter IV: Findings
provides detailed accounts of student experiences employing agency in a tenth grade English
Language Arts class, as it applied to curricula, approach to workflow, and peer work partners.
Figures offer examples of teacher exemplars and student products. Chapter V: Discussion offers
research-based context for the findings in the previous chapter.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Diversity and Autonomous Learning
The literature review explicates the ways in which students have reacted to the shifting
demographic landscape of public education in the United States. Even though schools were
legally integrated decades ago, they remain segregated in many ways today. Moreover, students’
racial backgrounds saliently shape the types of educational experiences they have. Latino/a
students, in fact, often face obstacles like forced assimilation and language acquisition. It is even
the case that I felt a kind of pressure about imposing the term Latinx on people of Latin origin
when I started writing this dissertation. This appears to be yet another attempt at forced
assimilation, as the Spanish language is gendered, which reflects cultural values and norms that
Americans really have no business altering. That is the reason why I do not employ that term in
this work.
Racism and its associated practices must be named and confronted to bridge gaps of
achievement and access, as critical pedagogues have consistently asserted. Educators must work
to eradicate the ignorance of student oppressors and must aggressively address student selfsegregation. This means affording students agency as often as possible and putting them in
position to work with peers who can enrich their learning experience through collaboration.
Heterogenous grouping positively impacts students from various academic, linguistic, and
cultural backgrounds, so it should be employed consistently. In doing so, however, teachers must
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also be certain that students feel safe and cared for as they take risks and experience
vulnerability.
The purpose of the study was to understand how students applied agency in the following
domains: curricular choice, peer/group member choice, and approach to assignment/task
completion.
When teachers afford students latitude to make choices about what they learn, how they
learn it, and with whom they complete learning tasks, they may inculcate trust and confidence. If
educators are earnestly attempting to prepare students for a real-world environment in which
they will be presented tough choices to make about their lives on a frequent basis, we must teach
them immediately that their choices and voices are valued and trustworthy. This kind of agency
furthermore leads to robust engagement, often referred to as agentic engagement. Once students
are put in position to experience agentic engagement on a regular basis in their educational lives,
regardless of racial, ethnic, or linguistic background, educators may finally begin to witness
long-awaited narrowing of achievement and opportunity gaps.
Evolving Demographics
Demographics are rapidly changing in American public schools, and those who were
once categorized as minority students now collectively comprise the majority. Students of color
(Black, Latino/a, Asian, or American Indian) now fill more seats in America's public schools
than do their Anglo counterparts (Tienda, 2016). Black and Latino/a students account for 30.6
percent of all elementary and secondary students (13 and 17, respectively) (U.S. Census Bureau,
2015), so the system and educators who work within would be wise to take note and modify the
system to better suit the needs of a rapidly shifting demographic. Demographers, in fact, have
predicted that by the year 2050, there will be no racial or ethnic majority in the United States,
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and the Latino/a population will balloon to 30% (Battle & Browne, 2018, p. 352). While it is
commonly assumed that Latino/a students experience educational inequality due to their own
shortcomings, critics should first scrutinize structural inequities in American schools.
Educators must, however, be cautious about assuming that one alteration to curriculum or
school structures may be effective for all members of any racial group. Ladson-Billings (2014)
cautioned against such a mistake when she recounted her experiences working with Hmong
students in the Midwest. She drew distinctions between Hmong students who were born in the
U.S. and those who were not, as well as those who had resided in the U.S. for so long that they
identified first as American and those who remained inextricably tied to their native roots of
language and culture (Ladson-Billings, 2014). Within each racial and ethnic group, there are
richly complex variations that educators must actively consider as they attempt to meet the needs
of diverse swaths of student populations.
Although schools are currently more diverse than they have ever been in the United
States, racial separation is still prevalent. Some separation is imposed institutionally, and some is
self-imposed. Anglos, for instance, are the most likely to reside in communities that are racially
homogeneous and least likely to interact with people from racial backgrounds that are different
than their own (Sugrue, 2016). Beverly Tatum (2017), in turn, reflected in the initial pages of the
Prologue of a modern re-publication, on the fact that the original version of her book, Why are
all the black kids sitting together in the cafeteria? was written twenty years ago (1997), yet
issues of academic and social segregation persist prevalently today. Tatum (2017) said, “The
patterns of behavior I described then still ring true because our social context still reinforces
racial hierarchies, and still limits our opportunities for genuinely mutual, equitable, and affirming
relationships in neighborhoods, in classrooms, or in the workplace” (p. 72). This is an overriding

23
concern for educators today, as we ponder how prevalent, persistent student self-separation may
impact all students further into their journeys.
Affirmative Action policies were originally implemented to achieve equity and
desegregation in higher education and in the workplace, so as conservative legislators continue to
work to abolish such policies, the repercussions are immediately notable. After legislation ended
Affirmative Action programs in Michigan and California, for instance, the flagship universities
of both states discovered that when they stopped taking race into consideration for admission, it
was impossible to achieve diversity which mirrored that of society in higher education (Tatum,
2017). These persistent disparities in access to higher education have resulted in wealth gaps
between Anglos and people of color that have recently peaked. In 2014, the Pew Research
Center (as cited in Carnevale & Smith, 2016) estimated the gap in net worth between Black and
Anglo people to be 1,300 percent, and that between Latino/a and Whites at 1,000 percent (p.
127). Without direct attention to such opportunity gaps, longitudinal quality of life for
particularly Latino/a and Black students cannot improve as quickly as is warranted.
Opportunities are unfortunately most often afforded to students in accordance with racial,
gender, and economic backgrounds, instead of in reward of individual merits (Battle & Browne,
2018). Skin color and linguistic background are two of the most salient factors upon which
educational and economic discrimination is based.
Skin color bears heavily on the kinds of experiences students have in American public
schools. McIntosh (1992) exemplifies this truism when she explains,
My skin color was an asset for any move I was educated to want and make. I could think
of myself as belonging . . . or making social systems work for me.
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I could freely disparage, fear, neglect, or be oblivious to anything outside of the
dominant cultural norms (p. 34).
To enjoy using the dominant language and possessing a favorable skin tone also leverages one to
traverse the education system more easily and earn more financially in the long term. According
to Ream et al. (2017), “Approximately one-third of U.S. Latino children and nearly 40% of
Black children are now living in poverty. One in ten White and Asian-American children are
impoverished” (p. 252). Unfortunately, when children are coping with lives of poverty outside of
school, it often adversely affects their academic achievement in school. For instance, fourth
graders who were eligible for the federally funded National School Lunch Program (NSLP) in
2009, scored .40 standard deviations below the national math test score average (Rampey et al.,
2009). Clearly when students are fortunate enough to have garnered cultural capital of broad
value, they enjoy an educational journey that is filled with rewards, but if they happen to live
without some critical component, they face obstacles that can significantly impair their efforts.
Because many Latino/a students are bilingual with Spanish as a first language,
researchers and educators must be aware of probable linguistic subordination. Since all subjects
are instructed in the English language, all assessments for English language learners are first
assessing English language ability. English Language Learners (ELLs), for example, require
approximately 1.5 years of academic growth to match the average math scores of their Englishspeaking peers (Rampey et al., 2009). Pierre Bourdieu (1991) argued that “Integration into a
single ‘linguistic community,’ which is a product of the political domination that is endlessly
reproduced by institutions capable of imposing universal recognition of the dominant language,
is the condition for the establishment of relations of linguistic domination” (p. 46). According to
Bourdieu (1991), differing sets of language, complete with variant rules, pronunciations, and
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structures, represent important social distinctions as well. Functional and applicable knowledge
of Dominant American English (DAE) leads directly to inflated cultural capital.
Furthermore, Bourdieu (1991) pointed out that, “...the social mechanisms of cultural
transmission tend to reproduce the structural disparity between the very unequal knowledge of
the legitimate language and the much more uniform recognition of this language” (p. 62). It is
beyond question that public schools in the United States recognize and revere a particular way of
speaking and writing and not only devalues, but negates, all others.
There has yet been no political impetus to demand change in this area, so the rigid value system
encompassed in DAE continues to control the transmission of knowledge, and therefore, notions
of what is culturally relevant as well.
Latino/a students are the largest racial group to consider in American schools; cultural
and linguistic norms often differ vastly from those of their Anglo, native English-speaking
classmates. Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (1995) observed that Latino/a teens achieved in
school and in employment because it afforded them opportunities to best care for their families.
Conversely, Anglo teens viewed school and employment as means of achieving independence.
The researchers argued that “in Mexico the family seemed to be a centripetal force; in the United
States, it is a centrifugal force” (p. 136). Familial values are a departure that may cause even
further distance between Latino/a students and peers. Over the past fifty years, demographers
have documented profound changes in family structures of Blacks and Whites that have moved
away from the traditional nuclear model. Conversely, Latino/a families are still far more likely to
exist in nuclear families, due to socioeconomic factors. There are, for instance, positive financial
gains to be made from sharing expenses and combining incomes among numerous members of
household. Childcare may also be procured through employment of relatives, so that mothers can
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acquire gainful employment outside the home (Battle & Browne, 2018). In many communities,
Latino/a students are leaving school to return home to environments that diverge from the norms
that their peers experience, which creates an even greater desire to self-segregate throughout
their school days.
While familial support is instrumental in Latino/a communities, factors like language
acquisition and earning potential often act as obstacles to academic and economic success. Motel
and Patten (2012) observed that a mere 9 percent of Mexican Americans who are at least 25
years of age have achieved a bachelor’s degree. This pales in comparison to the 30 percent of all
U.S. adults over 25 years old who have attained the same level of education.
With language and background come cultural capital, and those who speak DAE and
have financial means enjoy the most valued form of cultural capital. In the United States, those
with the most valued cultural capital, also enjoy the most successful educational experiences;
John Dewey (1916) astutely asserted that the quality of educational experience depends upon
socio-economic status and cultural capital. There are numerous factors to consider when
assessing the worth of one’s cultural capital, and the most important factors are generally race,
ethnicity, socio-economic status, and linguistic background.
Even though Latino/a families are frequently bound closely, there are multiple stressors
that continuously threaten the long-term safety and security of those who reside in the United
States. This means they will inevitably need stronger systems of support from American
institutions like public schools. Certainly, during the COVID-19 pandemic, additional supports
have been implemented, and the extent and efficacy of those supports could be examined closely.
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Agency
Educational and critical theorist Michael W. Apple (2014) argued that educational policy
and practice are the products of the struggles endeavored by powerful social movements and
cohorts who have sought to legitimate their knowledge and improve their power and social
mobility. If a group is to enjoy power and socio-economic mobility, though, its members must
feel a sense of volition and ability to metamorphosize institutions. According to Paulo Freire
(1970), “true generosity” is defined as empowerment, so that people no longer need to extend
their hands “in supplication,” but instead, “they become human hands which work, and working,
transform the world” (p. 45). Students and communities of color do not need hand-outs as much
as they need to be empowered to produce for themselves. True power, after all, is embodied by
self-reliance.
Agency is what Ahearn (2004) terms, the “socioculturally mediated capacity to act” (p.
305). Manyukhina and Wyse (2019) posited that there are two clearly distinctive, but equally
valuable, aspects of learner agency:
(1) learners’ personal sense of agency, i.e. a belief in their ability to make a difference to
their learning within given settings and (2) learners’ agentic behaviour – the point at
which students actually exercise their agency by playing an active role in directing
the learning process, e.g. making decisions, assuming control, taking an action or
refraining from one. (pp. 227-228)
Temporality, however, plays a role in learner agency because students’ beliefs about
themselves are based upon past experiences, influence future conceptions of self-agency, and
therefore, imprint upon goals and academic expectations (Manyukhina & Wyse, 2019). Sadly,
many students of color have overwhelmingly negative past experiences upon which to reflect, so
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educational institutions must focus on addressing the racism that has been shaping those
experiences for far too long. There are three temporal elements that comprise aspects of human
agency to consider: iterative, projective, and practical-evaluative (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998).
In the iterative domain, prior experiences drive people to make decisions based on context, while
in the projective domain, people imagine possible future scenarios and pathways. Finally, in the
practical-evaluative domain, people decide based on only the current situation and circumstances
(Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). While these paramount aspects of human agency are temporal in
nature, other vantage points consider context to be of paramount concern, as critical realism
suggests.
Critical realism affords recognition that students' concerns, goals, and interests are not
just elements in the social context, but instead comprise innate aspects of students' subjectivities,
which are persistently formed within the structures of learning environments (Manyukhina &
Wyse, 2019). A sociomaterial view of agency situates learning in the context of relationship
among human beings, inanimate objects, settings, systems, and time (Gravett, 2020). What is
perhaps most important to note is that sociomaterial agency does not place the individual as the
primary subject of examination. Instead, agency is demonstrated through complex interactions of
diverse variables in particular contexts. Indeed, student agency may be impacted in countless
ways, and diverse variables may impact decision making in unpredictable fashion.
Students typically must believe they can achieve academic interactions and tasks
successfully before they experience the positive outcomes they desire. The concept of authorial
agency acknowledges students' "inalienable right and responsibility to guide their own learning,"
and furthermore, "Any teacher-led guidance or scaffolding system, such as the curriculum, is
only considered valid if its pedagogical purpose is to support students on their own personal
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learning journey" (Matusov et al., 2016, p. 442). When teachers allow students authorial agency,
they may be able to minimize impacts of their own biases and impacts of factors like hidden
curriculum. By allowing students to guide curricular and learning experiences for themselves,
teachers make the focus of education their individual, personal learning journeys. In this study,
students were provided numerous choices and chances to apply agency, and while I provided a
curriculum, that curriculum was deliberately shaped to support them as the determined what was
of value to them and how to express that.
A distinction must be made between complete authorial agency for students and authorial
agency that is teacher-guided and facilitated. Little (2007) claimed that "Learners are often
reluctant to take charge of their own learning. They are accustomed to the passive role that
school traditionally assigns to learners" (p. 17). He goes on to say that teachers should "share"
responsibilities for setting learning goals and agendas with students, "selecting learning activities
and materials, managing classroom interaction, and evaluating learning outcomes" (p.
23). Rather than asking students to venture into the uncharted territory of totally independent
academic agency, teachers can share that responsibility with them, all the while engaging in
dialogue and collaboration, which is how I facilitated for students throughout the semester of
study.
Mitra (2004) asserted that improving learner agency and affording students opportunities
to assert voice and choice in their learning leads to far more meaningful school-based
interactions. Bown (2009) also determined that there is a causal connection between agency and
students' ability to endeavor autonomous learning, saying, "To effectively manage learning and
regulate emotional responses, learners must be aware of their own agency and must believe
themselves capable of exercising that agency" (p. 580). Students in this study were encouraged
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to apply their own choices to what they learned and who they collaborated with, so that
eventually, even for those who demonstrated reluctance to make academic choices for
themselves, they would believe in their own capabilities to make academic choices and take risks
confidently in their learning. For students to truly enjoy the benefits of voice and choice in their
learning, teachers must first be willing to allow student agency to shape learning experiences
daily.
Engagement
Every educator obviously has the primary goal of teaching students new information
effectively, and to do that, learners must first be engaged. If there is no point of engagement with
the material and subject matter, students will never truly be interested in acquiring necessary
knowledge. When educators can figure out what connects students to learning subject matter and
moreover, what makes them feel compelled to interact with it and make it their own, they may
achieve far greater efficacy in helping kids achieve. Engagement, however, is a concept that has
been defined as multifaceted and complex.
Learning engagement is often defined as the persistent effort learners spend on the
process of knowledge acquisition to achieve learning benchmarks (Coates, 2006). Behavioral
engagement includes activities like paying attention to instruction and related work, posing
questions, and participating in class discussions. Emotional engagement is measured by
assessing learners' emotions toward their teachers, peers, and learning environment. Finally,
cognitive engagement is measured through observation of students' cognitive efforts to learn
challenges content and related skills (Jung & Lee, 2018). Engagement can be defined in strictly
behavioral terms, but a more holistic view of learner engagement is more commonly applied.
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Jung and Lee (2018) suggested that engagement should be viewed as not simply
"behavioral participation," but also, and perhaps more importantly, "emotional engagement in
learning" (p. 10). Behavioral engagement includes activities like paying attention to instruction
and related work, posing questions, and participating in class discussions. Emotional engagement
is measured by assessing learners' emotions toward their teachers, peers, and learning
environment. Finally, cognitive engagement is measured through observation of students'
cognitive efforts to learn challenges content and related skills (Jung & Lee, 2018). Learning
engagement can be categorized in three different modalities: behavioral, emotional, and
cognitive (Fredricks, et al., 2004). Ng, et al. (2018), agreed that engagement is, indeed,
multifaceted. It includes cognition, dedication of time, and emotional investment, and it takes
place when people partake in activities they value. Although engagement can be achieved
independently, it often occurs via collaborative, interactive activity (Ng et al., 2018). This
research warrants further examination of group configurations and how varying grouping
arrangements within novel learning environments may impact learner engagement.
Instructional design is paramount in facilitating learner engagement. Students must enjoy
multiple opportunities to interact with peer learners so that they may achieve a sense of
belonging (Jung & Lee, 2018). Ng et al., (2018) additionally argued that conceptualizing
engagement includes, "collaborative learning processes and dynamic interactions that occur
during collaboration" (p. 10). For students to feel strong sense of belonging in the learning
spaces they inhabit, teachers must present choice, independence, risk, growth, and engagement in
balanced fashion. This facilitates fruitful trust relationships with teachers through persistent
dialogue, as well as feelings of purpose and belonging via robust social networks (Bryson &
Hardy, 2012). When students are provided ample opportunity to collaborate with peers, they are
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additionally less likely to drop out of school (Wang & Fredricks, 2014). Students clearly must
have frequent opportunities to work with peers if they are to feel engaged in their learning, as
teachers always hope they will.
The need for students to participate in frequent partnerships with peers places primary
responsibility for imagining a collaborative, empowering learning environment squarely on the
shoulders of teachers. While educators must collaborate with students to create equitable
learning environments, we must also independently utilize our training to guide students in such
teaming. The concept of malleability, for instance, is central to situated engagement, and
teachers are primarily responsible for tending to it. The focus is the adjustment where students'
engagement can be changed by modifying design of the task, tiers of support, and parameters for
guiding interactions between students within a particular learning scenario (Ng et al., 2018).
Although it is often challenging, teachers must be ready to react to spontaneous developments in
student learning and behavior. As Noddings (2013) asserted, “To behave ethically in the
potential caring relation, the cared-for must turn freely toward his own projects, pursue them
vigorously, and share his accounts of them spontaneously” (p. 75). For these rich, complex
interactions to occur, teachers must focus on empowering students, but also providing safety nets
to help them move forward as they endeavor new risk-taking ventures in their educational lives.
Critical Pedagogy
Critical theory and pedagogy illuminate the path for educators who are inspired to
address issues of equity and access for students of color. Critical theory affords voice to those
who are exploited, so the research exposes issues relating to power imbalance (Glesne, 2016).
Praxis is of primary concern to critical theory researchers: the correlations between thought,
theory, and practice. Dialogue and critical reflection are often included in the research process,

33
so that the ways in which people accept explanations and frameworks of the dominant cultural
group may be examined (Glesne, 2016). Eisner (2002), however, maligned critical theory for
identifying what ailments afflict schools, but failing to act constructively to cure them, which has
limited critical theorists to scholarly debate, rather than actionable shifts in practice. Allen and
Rossatto (2009) expounded upon Eisner's thinking when they claimed that critical pedagogy
must move beyond political action, and instead be “conceptually driven,” so that students learn
powerful concepts, which “can in turn enhance political action” (p. 174). Empowering students
to have the courage and tools to act independently to change reality for themselves and others is
of paramount value.
In the arena of education, conflicts of ideology are debated and resolved, as schools are
the most pervasive spaces where groups with broadly variant political, religious, cultural, and
economic notions seek to “define what the socially legitimate means and ends of society are to
be” (Apple, 2014, p.17). If embedded inequalities are to be addressed, and stratification based on
race, class, and ethnicity eradicated from educational institutions, educators and educational
policy makers must be willing to transform pedagogy through painful honesty (Banks, 2007).
The truth is that the current educational model starves even U.S. born students who have been
acculturated with social capital that they may be able to harness if schools were not so
subtractive and assimilationist in nature. As it stands, only a few are assured ascendency, while
others are consistently deprived access to peers who are academically competitive and supportive
(Valenzuela, 2017). The pedagogy of normative pluralism is broadly applied in American public
schools, and it “calls for a pedagogical emphasis on the common interests and ideals that
characterize a nation” (Giroux, 1988, p. 97). While it recognizes that differences in race, gender,
and ethnicity exist, the pedagogy of normative pluralism does not emphasize conflicts among
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varying groups in curriculum, which is not the honest approach needed to address the needs of a
diverse student body.
Even though progressive educators have focused on the need to respond to complex
cultural needs as a point of pedagogical initiation, an obvious absence of specific experiences has
emerged; acknowledgement of this deprivation has resulted in cultural deprivation theory. The
discourse surrounding cultural deprivation theory, however, has failed to recognize that, “what is
legitimated as a privileged experience often represents the endorsement of a particular way of
life that signifies its superiority” (Giroux, 1988, pp. 92-93). Freire (2017) went so far as to say
that when “marginality is not by choice, marginal man has been expelled from and kept outside
of the social system and is therefore the object of violence” (p. 180). Progressive educators
should recognize pedagogy as a vehicle that is necessarily molded by and built to respond to the
conflicts that connect classroom experiences with those of everyday life. Once this recognition
takes place, educators may explicitly connect schools and the ongoing demands of society at
large, while simultaneously acknowledging the diverse body of students they serve and the
institutions in which they serve (Giroux, 2004). Furthermore, learning should move far beyond
processing new information, but instead should move to individual transformation of knowledge
as part of a broader grappling for social justice and individual rights (Giroux, 2016).
Though activists and reformers may be tempted by idealizing what public education
could become, they must remain pragmatic and remember Dewey's (1916) advice about
attempting to create an “ideal society,” when he said, “We must base our conception upon
societies which actually exist, in order to have any assurance that our ideal is a practicable one”
(p. 91). Apple (2014) suggested that grass roots movements, involving educators, community
members, and activists are necessary to initiate meaningful change in education. Most
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importantly, according to Apple (2014), people who have previously been disenfranchised and
silenced must be integrally included in strong coalitions of school-based professionals and
community members. American public education is facing the most diverse student body it has
ever attempted to serve, and careful examination of these dynamically evolving demographics is
warranted if educators are to meet most needs effectively. Peggy McIntosh (1992) asserted that,
“To redesign social systems we need to first acknowledge their colossal unseen dimensions” (p.
35). Subtle instructional choices teachers make from day to day are among those unseen
dimensions, about which McIntosh spoke. Furthermore, the kinds of choices educators have had
to make during the COVID-19 pandemic, via virtual learning, must eventually become
transparent.
Separation: Chosen and Imposed
Human beings seek those who make them feel safe and comfortable, those with whom
they share interests, cultural norms, and language. For this reason, and many others that are
historically rooted and far more complex, we tend to gather in racial groups. In educational
settings this can present limitations and challenges to learning, and it is especially impactful
when educators are afraid to address it. When Black students have attended mostly Anglo
schools, they have reported “feelings of alienation, sensed hostility, racial discrimination, and
lack of integration” (Tatum, 2017, p. 169). In contrast, when Black students have attended
historically Black colleges, they said they experienced “feelings of engagement, connection,
acceptance, and extensive support and encouragement” (Tatum, 2017, p. 169). In Tyson's 2006
study, findings indicated that Black students only felt the need to “act White” when they
associated academic achievement with Anglo students. This took place in school settings
wherein Black students existed in the minority. Conversely, when Black students attended
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predominantly Black schools, they were never accused of “acting White” due to academic
achievement (Tyson, 2006, p. 61). Due to this kind of separation and division, students of color
are routinely forced to redefine academic success for themselves so that their perceived
differences are positively accentuated.
Blatant and consistent disparities in outcomes can cause minority students to selfsegregate in efforts to preserve dignity and feel safe. Minority students, particularly those who
are African American and Latino/a, are frequently frustrated by collective problems like
instrumental discrimination (denied access to lucrative jobs, education, housing), social
subordination (residential and social segregation), and expressive mistreatment (cultural,
linguistic, and intellectual deprecation) (Ogbu, 2008a). These persistently adverse experiences
naturally lead to bounded groups who learn to see outsiders as threatening. Feelings of safety and
belonging can be rare, so minority students often seek refuge in one another. Based on shared
sense of oppression and marginalization, minority students often find sense of belonging and
purpose in what Ogbu (2008b) has called, “oppositional collective identity and oppositional
culture frame of reference” (p. 3). While this kind of self-segregation can feel empowering for
students, it can also lead to low academic performance, as groups act in direct opposition of what
are seen as Anglo expectations.
Through his research, Ogbu (2008c) observed that Black students often avoided
Advanced Placement courses because they were perceived to be too difficult and because those
classes included mostly Anglo students. Meanwhile, in the easier classes, Black students were
the majority. In high school, peer pressures become deeply persuasive, so students often choose
courses and determine their attitudes toward school, based on peer influence. Even when
commonly valued outcomes are evidently negative, students choose peer group attitudes over

37
those of the dominant institution. Fitting in can sometimes mean deliberately failing and resisting
what is required (Ogbu, 2008c). Freire’s (1970) explanation of how behaviors of the oppressed
are ultimately those that the oppressor has imposed illuminates the rejection of school-based
achievement by some marginalized groups, “the behavior of the oppressed is a prescribed
behavior, following . . . the guidelines of the oppressor. The oppressed, having internalized the
image of the oppressor and adopted his guidelines, are fearful of freedom . . . Freedom is
acquired by conquest, not by gift” (pp. 46-47). Educators must, therefore, assist students of color
in achieving a conquest of sorts by changing the message from control to collaboration.
Signithia Fordham (2008), mentee and colleague of John Ogbu, spoke pointedly of the
indignity that she and her Black cohort felt when teachers preached the value of American
meritocracy and abundant rewards inherent in academic achievement. Fordham expressed
monumental frustration in the message teachers consistently inculcated that intellectual prowess
was enough to outweigh social and cultural attributes. She reflected poignantly that she and her
peers were only able to reproduce and participate in their own dehumanization by freezing and
refusing to write. Fordham (2008) recalled, “Our unconscious response was to obstruct the
hegemonic narrative of life in the Black community by freezing our reactions, by becoming
mute, by refusing to write in blackface” (p. 134). She asserted that persistence among those who
have been marginalized is, by necessity, a collective act. Educators must play integral roles in
making such persistence and resilience possible, and they can only do so through honesty and
democratic practices.
When students experience lack of academic success, they may seek affirmation through
other avenues by assuming the role of adept athlete, class clown, or rebel. If students can earn
recognition in alternative fashion, they may simultaneously earn respect or admiration from
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peers, while diverting the focus away from poor academic showings (Tyson, 2006). Students of
color may often engage in activities that help them more fluidly blend in with Anglo peers due to
the focus that always seems to be trained on their differences. While those in the group of
privilege enjoy the freedom of never having the need to consider their race or linguistic
background because it is never mentioned as a point of focus, students of color regularly find
their race and/or language to be targeted as exceptional (Tatum, 2017).
Even though it is frowned upon among peers in communities of color to “act White,”
doing so may help a student of color feel less unusual (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Students in the
dominant social group, though, tend to also reject subordinates who attempt to demonstrate
positive dominant traits. Subordinates who stand out in this fashion are seen as nothing more
than anomalies (Tatum, 2017). Still, “subordinates” find themselves in the position of fighting
for their own academic and socio-economic survival, which inspires them to “become highly
attuned to the dominants as a way of protecting themselves from them” (Tatum, 2017, p. 106).
Within this type of power structure, which exists in public schools across the United States,
students of color may feel as if they are spending years of their schooling lives striving to no
avail.
Another negative aspect of separation, whether chosen or imposed, is stereotype threat.
Good, et al. (2007) argued that:
. . . when an individual identifies with a group (e.g., race or gender) as part of their social
identity and that group is stereotyped in negative ways, the person is at risk for lower
performance relative to the stereotyped dimension of that identity. (p. 115)
Because experiences and daily lives of many students of color and Anglo students can be vastly
different, when they enter schools where they are asked to interact with each other, stereotyping
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is prevalent (Tatum, 2017). This can provoke anxiety and fear, which leads to generally negative
academic outcomes. In one study, for instance, students of color most notably experienced
anxiety when they were instructed to check a box indicating their race before taking an exam.
They collectively performed more poorly on that exam than the one that followed, before which
they were not asked to reveal their race. Their performance, “in fact . . . equaled the performance
of White peers taking the same exam” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, pp. 797-811). Once race is no
longer a point of emphasis, and students of color are afforded the space to simply be treated as
capable students in the same way their Anglo peers are, they naturally experience higher rates of
academic achievement. No matter the demographic breakdown of the school population,
heterogeneous grouping appears to be a productive start to providing an equitable learning
environment for all students.
Heterogeneous Grouping:
Challenges and Rewards
While students may be averse to working with peers who are not from backgrounds that
are familiar to them, it is worthwhile to face the challenges of heterogeneous grouping boldly.
One such challenge may arise when students of color are working in mixed racial groups, and
they feel the imminent threat of racism. This can lead to fear and avoidance, and students of
color may react by gravitating toward peers of similar cultural orientation for safety and support
(Tatum, 2017). Although their choices to group with culturally parallel peers are certainly easy to
understand, educators must push through the discomfort of change alongside students. Another
risk inherent to any kind of grouping in most academic scenarios is that of exploitation of the
proficient, by the striving. Models that have included linear impact and cost functions have
anticipated imbalanced contributions by strong group participants and subsequent exploitation by
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those who face greater challenges in procuring knowledge or resources (Olson, 1965). If
individual members of the group recognize that they can do just as well on their own, or even
worse, if they realize that they are being exploited by less ambitious group members, then they
may withhold efforts (Gavrilets, 2015). There are numerous strategies, however, that can
maximize academic and social gains of heterogeneous grouping, and there is much to be gained
by making it work.
No matter if a student of color attempts to fit in or resist the dominant culture, constantly
contemplating such choices is nothing short of exhausting (Tatum, 2017). It is incredibly
important for students of color to be allowed to teach Anglo peers about their points of view,
though, so educators must do all they can to facilitate an environment that makes students feel
safe, cared for, and respected. The result of such peer interaction can be Anglo disintegration,
which “occurs when they develop a close friendship or romantic relationship with a person of
color,” therefore gaining critical understanding of their lived experiences (Tatum, 2017, p. 189).
Rich interactions among students from divergent cultural backgrounds can realistically occur, but
only after educators have established a caring school environment that fosters mutual respect.
While teachers expect students to care about school before they demonstrate caring for
them, students expect teachers to show that they care before they start to care about school. This
disregard for students’ definitions of education, in effect, diminishes school resources
(Valenzuela, 2017). When teachers do not invest in caring as part of their practice, students of
color may feel compromised and unwilling to learn. Caring can be demonstrated to students of
color by acknowledging the importance of home language and culture and integrating those
components of students’ lives into classroom activities and discourse regularly. Otherwise, they
may feel that they are learning from strangers who do not respect them, which could cause
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feelings of loss. Kohl (1995) explained that “The only alternative is to not-learn and reject the
stranger's world” (p. 6). John Dewey's (1916) suggestion that educators should never assume
what experiences students have had, but instead immerse them in educational activities that “call
to mind the sort of situation that presents itself outside of school; the sort of occupations that
interest and engage activity in ordinary life” (pp. 167-168). In doing so, educators offer students
of all backgrounds to share the ways in which they live their daily lives and furthermore, to find
pragmatic value in schooling. According to Dewey (1916), learning that takes place within
various social communities is best because learners are actively participating in their own
education when engaging with family, classmates, and colleagues. Teachers, therefore, should
work to facilitate connections between academic content and actual, lived experience.
Because human beings are naturally inclined to collaboration with peers, teachers need
only to put favorable grouping structures in place to facilitate success in heterogeneous groups.
Research has shown that human beings have a genetic predisposition for collaboration in groups
(Rilling, 2011). Observations have revealed that infants are naturally motivated to achieve
common goals in collaboration with peers and that this kind of collaborative venture activates
regions of the brain that are integral in processing rewards and tangible gains. Although this is
true, group size also bears on how successful groups are in collaborative efforts (Rilling, 2011).
The group-size paradox indicates that as groups increase in size, collective gathering and
distribution of resources decreases (Olson, 1965). This is one component of consideration from
what Olson (1965) called the Collective Action Problem (CAP). Solutions like small group size
exist for most elements of CAP, however, and Olson (1965) suggested that the collective action
problem can also be overcome with the assistance of clear and consistent punishments and
rewards. When expectations are clear, kids from all cultural backgrounds more readily
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experience confidence and success. Gavrilets (2015) argued that issues like “free-riding” can be
mitigated, but the success of heterogeneous groups depends on:
(i) group size and composition, (ii) how efforts of individuals are converted into fitness
costs, (iii) how efforts of individual group members are aggregated into a group effort,
(iv) how the latter is translated into the group's success, (v) how success in a collective
good production affects the group's survival, and (vi) how members of surviving groups
divide the prize if successful. (p. 12)
The structure and norms involved with grouping can be complex, but teachers must consider all
factors as they endeavor heterogeneous grouping.
The value of heterogeneous grouping spans far beyond academic benefits; it is, in fact, a
way of disrupting students’ behaviors of self-segregation and exclusion. As Freire (1970) stated,
“...only through communication can human life hold meaning . . . Authentic thinking . . . that is
concerned about reality, does not take place in ivory tower isolation, but only in communication .
. . Liberating education consists in acts of cognition, not transferals of information” (p. 77).In
one study of heterogeneous grouping, for instance, 104 fourth grade students of varying abilities
were included. Students' interaction and academic achievement were assessed in 13
homogeneous groups and 13 heterogeneous groups. Each group received congruent instruction
on plant biology, which included brief whole-group instruction to initiate and collaborative
learning tasks to follow. Findings indicated that low-ability students in heterogeneous groups
were more motivated to learn than their counterparts in homogeneous groups, and they
additionally achieved higher marks on the individual post-test. Students of average ability
performed best in homogeneous groups, and high-ability students performed well regardless of
grouping. When students with low skills were afforded opportunities to work with more capable
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peers, they were able to “...internalize the skills above their current developmental level so that
they [can] perform tasks independently” (Murphy et al., 2017, p. 337). Clearly learning is
improved when children are afforded access to peers who challenge them in ways that teachers
simply cannot. Furthermore, Saleh et al. (2005) found that heterogeneous grouping led to more
individual student elaborations, while homogeneous grouping facilitated more collaborative
elaborations (those constructed among multiple students). Group composition, therefore,
influences both academic achievement and social interactions. Heterogeneous grouping and
collaboration not only create space for dynamic critical thinking and social connection, but also
facilitate democratic thought and function.
Caring Matters
In addition to group structures and norms, educators must also attend to the messages
they send to students as they force kids into potentially uncomfortable mixed-group scenarios.
Perception quickly morphs into reality for students as they traverse unfamiliar academic ground
and anxiety threatens to take hold. When kids believe that intelligence is fixed, they tend to see
academic obstacles as indicators of finite capabilities. They may become incredibly motivated to
appear to be intelligent and avoid activities that may expose weakness. Instead of working to
become stronger in areas of deficit, they are more likely to deduce that they just are not good at
something and leave it behind. Conversely, students who perceive intelligence as pliant are prone
to viewing setbacks as signs that they need to work more diligently at growth. This view of
intelligence is called “incremental theory” (Dweck, 2002, pp. 38-60). When students believe that
intelligence is malleable, they are more likely to pursue self-improvement, rather than spend
efforts working to preserve static definitions of themselves as smart.
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Another way for teachers to send productive messages to kids when they feel vulnerable
is by conveying high standards, while always assuring of belief in success. In Steele and
Aronson's (1995) study, for instance, Black students were most likely to revise and rewrite
essays when “...feedback was introduced by a statement that conveyed a high standard and high
expectations” (pp. 126-127). Too often, students of color hear the message that they are not
expected to do as well as Anglo peers, even though it is rarely explicitly stated; by reminding
kids that they are expected to achieve at high levels and helping them reach that goal, educators
alter kids’ emotional trajectories and levels of confidence profoundly.
Role of Democratic Education
Although bureaucratic institutions like public education are generally dominated by “the
politics of accords or compromises,” specific terms of such agreements are dictated by groups
that have always held power (Apple, 2014, p. 9). However, these types of compromises are
rarely robust, so they leave room for democratically inspired action (Apple, 2014). Schools
currently find themselves embroiled in the ubiquitous and longitudinal conflict between what
Gintis (1980) called property rights and person rights (p. 193). Property rights affords people the
volition to engage in social relationships in accordance with their property. This can include
significant rights like those that provide access to “social means for the transmission of
knowledge and reproduction and transformation of consciousness” (Apple, 2014, p. 18). In
contrast, a person right allows citizens to be involved in such social relationships simply because
they are members of a collective society. Person rights include freedom of movement and
expression, equal opportunities for decision-making in social institutions, and reciprocal
relationships involving power and authority (Apple, 2014). Democratic education calls for
students to be instrumentally involved in their own educational experiences and the decision-
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making that must occur in schools, all of which stems from the acknowledgement of their person
rights.
In kind, Eisner (2002) stated that most Americans will do the same kind of work in their
careers for which schools have prepared them; schools routinely offer preparation in effectively
working with “hierarchical organization, one-way communication, routine-in short, compliance
to purposes set by another” (pp. 90-91). The power structure in the classroom can and should be
altered through transparent pedagogy and heterogeneous grouping. In short, teachers must be
deliberate about truly collaborating with their students, rather than handing down knowledge as
if students are vessels to be filled. John Dewey (1916) posited that in order for a group of people
to achieve a shared sense of values, every member of the group must enjoy frequent and
equitable exchanges with others. He warns that if this does not take place and flourish, “the
influences which educate some into masters, educate others into slaves” (p. 93). Once students
feel like respected resources in ventures of collaboration, a shared sense of power can exist.
An essential component to facilitating students’ democratic volition is acknowledging
and respecting their cultural values. Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy's (CSP) goal is to support
multilingualism and multiculturalism for teachers and students alike. According to Paris and
Alim (2014), “CSP seeks to perpetuate and foster-to-sustain-linguistic, literate, and cultural
pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling and as a needed response to demographic
and social change” (p. 88). CSP stands in opposition of assimilation and the standard, antidemocratic practices of many American public schools. Dewey (1916) would have agreed with
what CSP would later explore, as he advocated for, “modification of traditional ideals of culture,
traditional subjects of study and traditional methods of teaching and discipline” (p. 107). If
students feel supported and respected exactly as they are, they are far more likely to feel valued
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enough to exert their thinking and voices in the spirit of democracy. Most importantly, they may
come to realize that their voices and actions have a powerful impact on the world.
Democratic education necessitates critical thinking and exploration. Grouping, whether
assigned or otherwise, should always be structured in ways that promote curious exploration and
collaboration among peers, sometimes without an intended outcome or benchmark achievement.
It is up to teachers to fight the sense of professional pressure that may lead them to feel
irresponsible for conducting class activities that do not purport to address a specifically defined
instructional objective. Through facilitating such freedom of thought, discovery, and expression,
teachers may find that rules and objectives organically emerge (Eisner, 2002). Eisner (2002)
explicitly defined the difference between problem-solving objectives and behavioral objectives.
While behavioral objectives initially include both form and content, problem-solving objectives
encourage intellectual curiosity, cognitive flexibility, and complex metal processes. Due to high
levels of engagement, outcomes occur, whether intended or otherwise; such outcomes are called
expressive outcomes. Students must be encouraged to create their own meaning and believe that
their own ideas are just as valid as the teacher's. This, of course, requires trusting relationships
that include teachers, students, and peer collaborators. Once this fundamental trust is built,
students and teachers alike can feel comfortable with confusion and explore new meaning
together (Duckworth, 2006). Critical exploration, according to Duckworth (2006), means
developing promising projects for students to work on, and then succeeding in encouraging
students to talk about their ideas, without influencing them to achieve a specific answer. This
allows students to take their own thinking seriously. Once students are invited to act as true
participants in democratic education and society, they can feel secure in their abilities to initiate
positive change.
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DAE is used to communicate in most educational settings, but if students are to feel free
to explore, make mistakes, and create their own meaning, they must be allowed to communicate
in the linguistic expression that makes them feel most comfortable. Students must not only be
allowed, but inspired and encouraged, to speak to one another in their own language, on their
own terms, as they traverse subject matter. This deliberately veers away from the “legitimate
language,” one that is “semi-artificial” and “has to be sustained by a permanent effort of
correction, a task which falls both to institutions specially designed for this purpose and to
individual speakers” (Bourdieu, 1991, pp. 61-62). When the “discourse of relevance” is
employed, students are viewed as individuals “and the pedagogical practices emphasized are
structured around the goal of encouraging healthy expression and harmonious social relations”
(Giroux, 1988, pp. 94-95).
Bourdieu (1991) framed discourses as, “euphemisms . . . to produce the products that
respond to the demands of a certain market; they are compromise formations,” which are based
on “a censorship which is imposed on a speaker or writer endowed with a certain social
confidence” (pp. 78-79). It is important that educators do not censor students' expression and
relegate it to language structures, particularly when students wish to express themselves in a
native language other than English. In fact, it behooves monolingual English speakers to learn as
much as they can about the broad variety of languages and cultures that reside in the United
States. If students of color can learn DAE and maintain their cultural and linguistic roots, they
become more powerful in an increasingly diverse American society (Paris & Alim, 2014).
Recognition and inclusion of diverse languages and cultures not only makes educational
environments richer, but more significantly, it fosters a more robust democracy.
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Dewey (1916) identified two elements of criterion in embodying the democratic ideal in
education; the first involves:
. . . greater reliance upon the recognition of mutual interests as a factor in social control.
The second means not only freer interaction between social groups but change in social
habit - its continuous readjustment through meeting the new situations produced by varied
social intercourse . . . a democracy is . . . a mode of associated living, of conjoint
communicated experience. (pp. 95-96)
Students must be closely in touch with the producers of knowledge and understand how
they are related to the political, social, and economic arenas of society. For multicultural
citizenship education to occur, students must become knowledge producers and utilize the
knowledge they have achieved to affect democratic, social, and civic action (Banks, 2007).
Essentially, all cultural and linguistic groups must be actively invested in democratic life both
inside and outside of the classroom environment if institutions and associated opportunities in
the United States are ever to become more equitable.
Virtual Learning
Although virtual learning has become more popular than ever in recent years, my school
of study only ventured into the arena of online learning to navigate the pandemic most
effectively. When we were told to leave the building initially, in March of 2020, school
administrators had to scramble to ensure all families could access wireless internet, and
additionally had to be sure many had computers. For the majority of what remained of that
school year, educators in the school were advised to alleviate students of most accountability due
to unavoidable circumstances. When we started the 2020-21 school year, however, students were
expected to navigate coursework and attend live, synchronous classes daily, Tuesday through
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Friday, each week, and Mondays became asynchronous days for students. While this study is not
about virtual learning, I was forced to consider its impact on students as I navigated examination
of student agency.
The world of higher education has been moving further and further into the virtual arena
in recent years. As society has moved quickly into the world of technology, massive open online
courses (MOOCs) have become prevalent in higher education as a modality of expanding
opportunities for student learning. MOOCs are virtual learning spaces that allow students to take
a wide variety of courses in the most flexible, cost-effective fashion (Jung & Lee, 2018). In K-12
public education, however, virtual learning has long been reserved for students who have
struggled to navigate traditional school settings. Heinrich et al. (2019) found that students who
were typically classified as at-risk were those who engaged in online learning coursework:
students who were over-age/under-credit, those who had recently earned suspension as
disciplinary intervention, teen parents, and truancy cases. An unfortunate effect of online
learning as a frequent intervention for at-risk students is that it propagates racial and socioeconomic segregation as well as ability-based stratification.
Background knowledge and training are significant when students are asked to engage in
online learning. Students who come from economically advantaged homes not only have
consistent access to technology, but they also enjoy guidance and training regarding how to
navigate such technology effectively and appropriately. Conversely, students who are
economically disadvantaged are unlikely to have access to current technology at home, and if
they do have access, they are most often lacking necessary aptitude to utilize technology
effectively for learning on an independent basis (Leu, et al., 2015). In its first global testing of
creative problem-solving skills, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
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(OECD) determined that disadvantaged students are twice as likely as their advantaged peers to
fail to reach performance standards. Students who face socio-economic disadvantage may
experience anxiety as they endeavor new academic activities because they never had previous
access to necessary resources and training to feel motivation to proceed. Since online learning
can involve less structure and supervision than traditional, in-person learning, disadvantaged
students may struggle to succeed. Because teachers often assume that disadvantaged students
will fail to complete academic tasks, they are unfazed when those students demonstrate
frustration or withdrawal (OECD, 2014). This appeared to be of particular concern during a
semester of virtual learning in which I would never have the opportunity to meet students face to
face. I needed to be particularly mindful of making judgements about names, behavioral
histories, and transcripts affecting how I perceived kids whom I never met, and in many cases,
never even saw.
Another concern about virtual learning is that students who learn virtually appear to be
challenged at a lower academic level because the at-risk kids who most often attend online
learning have been earning higher grades than average. Whether a student is taking a course for
the first time, or re-taking a course they may have previously failed, when courses are taken
online, students are more likely to pass with a grade of C or higher; results are mostly static
across student sub-groups and in varying subject areas (Hart et al., 2019). Heinrich et al. (2019)
additionally examined achievement-based outcomes like credits earned, grade point average, and
test scores in online learning environments and found that particularly in grades 9 and 10,
students experienced vastly negative results. In grades 11 and 12, results were positive in the
areas of grade point average and credits earned, but there was no assessment data to confirm
growth in student learning. When students took online courses for multiple years consecutively,
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numerous negative outcomes occurred (Heinrich et al., 2019). It appears that the academic rigor
of online education is not quite as formidable as it may be in most brick-and-mortar classrooms.
Low participation in online learning also courses sparks concerns because enduring
learning takes place when students are leaders who are active in the learning process, instead of
simply receiving instruction from teachers (Johnson-Farmer & Frenn, 2009). Hew (2016) found
that student engagement in online courses depended on the frequency and quality of instructor
interactions with learners, the passion the instructor exhibited about content, and available
learning materials. In online learning environments, a variety of issues must be closely
considered if educators are to understand student engagement. A holistic examination of the roles
students, teachers, and learning environment play is warranted and necessary if a comprehensive
vantage point of student engagement in online learning is to be ascertained (Jung & Lee, 2018).
This thinking led me to consider three ways in which student agency can be applied in a variety
of classroom environments, as it applies to curricular choice, approach to task completion, and
group member selection. Online learning did not prohibit data collection, even though it was an
unexpected change for students and teachers as we started the 2020-21 school year. Furthermore,
students exhibited a vast range of learning behaviors in the online classroom and academic
choices, just as they did in our physical space. While I acknowledge the shifts that online
learning imposed on the collective learning experience, I remain confident in the reliability of the
data I analyzed.
Impact of Coronavirus Disease
2019
Though there has been a wealth of research study about student agency, the unique
circumstances that COVID-19 presented altered every interaction. According to the U.S. Census
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Bureau (2020), the pandemic caused elevations in mental health challenges in the general
population, with of clinical depression growing by 24% and clinical anxiety inflating by 12%.
Because human beings were broadly cut off from social interaction, travel, and healthy methods
of mitigating stress, for over a year, physical and mental fatigue became more prevalent. Lacking
energy and feeling exhausted can deplete physical and cognitive abilities to function normally
(Shen, et al., 2006). These challenging aspects of the pandemic led me to necessarily consider
trauma informed teaching practices as I approached my work with students.
Downey (2007) characterized trauma as a formidable experience that challenges one's
understanding of the world as a place that is both safe and good. The educational setbacks
students suffer because of childhood trauma can lead to ruinous consequences for mental and
physical health (Brunzell et al., 2019). Three developmental pathways may be impeded when
students experience childhood trauma: structural brain maturation, physiologic feedback, and
ability to align behavior with emotional regulation and cognition. Students who are traumaaffected may enter classroom settings presenting behaviors that are deregulated, disengaged, or
angry (Brunzell et al., 2019).
Given all the potential setbacks inherent to the stress and trauma kids were facing as I was
attempting to teach them English Language Arts content, I knew I had to attend to their
emotional needs deliberately. Creating a space of safety encouraged kids to make choices in how
they approached their own learning.
Trauma Informed Positive Education (TIPE) emphasizes teaching and reinforcement of
positive behaviors. Within the TIPE framework, teachers must pay deliberate attention to
recognizing positive classroom behaviors and celebrating them on a regular basis (Brunzell et al.,
2019). When teachers employ TIPE, they are applying three domains that are organized in
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accordance with phases of human development. As teachers try to engage students who rapidly
escalate because of disproportionate stress response and distorted relational skills, they must first
conceptualize their practice as one that increases students' abilities to diminish their own
escalation through better self-regulation, improves students' capacities to engage in safe,
supportive relationships with teachers and peers over time, and increases students' psychological
resources (Brunzell et al., 2019). When teachers are working with kids who have experienced
negativity in school, unconditional positive regard and applying strength-based approaches are
most effective in motivating kids to participate and succeed academically.
While student agency has been examined in the context of virtual learning, the COVID19 pandemic changed the context and functions of all educational environments, so the ways
students made choices during virtual learning and pandemic circumstances must also be
researched. The stress of the pandemic and all the challenges it brought with it caused teachers
and students alike to experience education in all new ways. In an arena of education that already
faces monumental obstacles in achieving student growth, facilitated student agency could be the
key to enhanced engagement and achievement. While the study was always about student
agency, online learning was a wrinkle that was necessarily added to the study due to the COVID19 pandemic and cannot be ignored as a salient factor.
Researcher’s Stance
I chose this research site due to location and familiarity; I have been a teacher at the
school for five years now. I have been working in the public school district where the school
resides for nearly 17 years, and this is the third school where I have been employed in that time.
The catalyst for the research study was my own personal experience as an educator, particularly
as I have witnessed education in varying school environments within a relatively small
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geographical space. The first school where I worked in the district was one of immense socioeconomic privilege. The population of racial and ethnic minorities was incredibly small, so I
found myself gravitating toward the only kids of color in that school: teen parents. When the teen
parenting program migrated to the district’s alternative school with the passing of a new bond, I
moved with it. After observing that the alternative school included more than 65% Latino/a
students, and the poverty rate at the school was a whopping 71%, I realized that institutionalized
segregation was occurring. This caused me to move to my current school, so that I could try to
understand why kids were failing at home high schools, and how I might prevent their departure
to the alternative school. This study is one way of understanding students and the life
experiences they imprint on the learning environment, especially their classmates.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Exploration of Student Choice
In this study, I explored what students considered as they chose their own groups, how
they reacted to being placed in groups with people they did not know well, and the levels of
student achievement within varying group dynamics. Additionally, and perhaps most
importantly, I examined motives for exertion of student agency within the domains of individual
work and group work. It was important to achieve better understanding of what caused students
to feel confident enough to make choices regarding what and how they learned, and when they
lacked requisite confidence, I wanted to know why. Furthermore, it was imperative for me to
gain understanding of motives for choosing group members and curricular pathways.
Understanding the roots of student agency, I believed, would allow me clearer insights into why
students have always been visibly separated according to race and linguistic background in my
classroom.
This chapter explains the chosen methodological approach of action research, with
embedded case study, along with brief explanation of the theoretical underpinnings of critical
theory and care theory. I aggregated data and clearly deciphered it with open coding and axial
coding. Research setting, instructional units, participants, ethical considerations, data collection.
methods of analysis, and trustworthiness are explicated in this chapter. The chapter concludes
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with an analysis of limitations and delimitations of the study and a summary before looking
ahead to Chapter IV.
Each research question is meant to address a particular aspect or vantage point of student
agency. I was hoping to learn what motivated students to choose one curriculum over another,
one peer over another, or one way of approaching the work over another.
Research Questions
I employed case study methodology to answer the following research questions:
Q1

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of
being regularly asked to make choices about what and how they learn?

Q2

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of the
efficacy of assigned, mixed-ability grouping?

Q3

In what ways is student engagement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping,
and how is that different from self-selected grouping?

Q4

In what ways is student achievement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping
in a sophomore Language Arts class?

Philosophical and Theoretical
Underpinnings
The epistemological framework for this study was that of social constructivism, and I
used case study methodology to glean data from individual participants who experienced group
work and content choice in an educational environment of distance learning during the COVID19 pandemic. I utilized action research methodology and case study was embedded; all I learned
will be used as a basis to take immediate action to alter the learning environment positively. The
goal of using such philosophical frameworks was to understand how students choose their own
grouping partners to work with, how those learning experiences within groups were altered when
assigned, instead of self-selected, and ultimately, to learn what motivated students to interact in
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grouped learning scenarios. I examined various aspects of student agency and how and why it
was applied; I sought to identify why they chose curricular learning pathways as they did, why
they chose the same group members consistently, or abstained from choosing peer partners
entirely, and why they chose certain approaches to their work over others, when given the
latitude to do so. I wanted to understand what motivated kids to act and not to within their own
educational experiences.
Theoretical frameworks of Noddings’ Care Theory (2005, 2013) and the social
constructivism that sprung from Vygotskiĭ (1962) and Dewey (1916) provided guides for
understanding my study and behaviors within, while the critical theory primarily of Freire (1970,
2017) and Giroux (1983, 1988, 2004, 2016) afforded a lens that offered a better understanding of
the oppressive forces of the educational institution and society from which it originated, which
may be significant factors in determining how students react to any learning activity within.
Qualitative Research
While quantitative methods are often viewed as scientifically rigorous and therefore,
reliable and trustworthy, qualitative methods are necessary to add depth and dimension to the
data. Merriam (2009) illuminated this, stating that in qualitative research, “reality is holistic,
multidimensional, and ever-changing; it is not a single, fixed, objective phenomenon waiting to
be discovered, observed, and measured” (p. 213). When human behaviors, motives, and
perceptions of experiences are included in research findings, qualitative methods afford room for
voice and variation.
Case Study
Case study was a methodology of particular interest to me as a researcher because it
allowed me to examine four individuals in two classes I taught and gain understanding of the
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individual challenges and points of view they all embodied as they arrived to learn each day.
Finding how those realities met one another was best achieved through case study, as
quantitative study of data related to student achievement was simply flat on the page without the
human stories to add necessary depth.
Robert Stake (1995) is an educational psychologist who applied case study as a means of
program evaluation. The outcome was thick description of the case of study and focus on
inductive examination. Stake (1995) defined case study research as, “the study of the
particularity and complexity of a single case, coming to understand its activity within important
circumstances” (p. xi). Merriam's (2009) definition of case study research emphasized the subject
of the study, along with the products of the research, stating that it is “an in-depth description
and analysis of a bounded system” (p. 40). Merriam (2009) advocated for use of research
questions to direct case study and structured data collection to guide the steps of inquiry. Brown
(2008) synthesized the major influences on the research approach of case study this way: “Case
study research is supported by the pragmatic approach of Merriam, informed by the rigour of Yin
and enriched by the creative interpretation described by Stake” (p.9). Case study as a research
approach has evolved and become more complex and broadly applicable over time.
Stake (1995) placed case study into two categories to be consequential: intrinsic and
instrumental. While intrinsic case study examines a case entirely, instrumental case study
examines a particular aspect of a case; my study was an instrumental study because I examined
four participants' perspectives on agency as it regarded curriculum, peers for group work, and
approach to the work itself. Merriam (1988) also categorized case study, but she determined
three different types: particularistic, descriptive, and heuristic, and this study is particularistic.
Case studies that are categorized as particularistic are focused on particular phenomena, and
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researchers are generally seeking pragmatic answers to the vexing problems of everyday
teaching practice (Merriam, 1988). The case study for consideration here is additionally a
reflective case study because I kept extensive field notes, journals, and memos to capture my
thoughts, feelings, and reflections on the many teaching interactions I had throughout each day
of what felt like a lengthy 18-week semester (Hamilton & Corbett-Whittier, 2013).
Case study methodology has become versatile in design, as it integrates analysis of causal
relationships, narrative approach, and formalized empirical methods of complex data analysis
(George & Bennett, 2005). Reputability of case study research methodology has improved over
time because it has the proven ability to, “investigate and understand complex issues in real
world settings” (Harrison, et al., 2017, p. 1). Case study methodology has been applied across a
wide array of disciplines and research questions, which has helped it earn a newly formed
reputation as a pragmatic, illuminating framework (Harrison, et al., 2017). Case study
methodology has become versatile in design, as it integrates analysis of causal relationships,
narrative approach, and formalized empirical methods of complex data analysis (George &
Bennett, 2005). Reputability of case study research methodology has improved over time
because it has the proven ability to, “investigate and understand complex issues in real world
settings” (Harrison, et al., 2017, p. 1). Case study methodology has been applied across a wide
array of disciplines and research questions, which has helped it earn a newly formed reputation
as a pragmatic, illuminating framework (Harrison, et al., 2017).
A single case exists when it is dependent on a specific time, place, and social context. It
is important to note that case studies cannot truly be replicated because specific contexts are not
amenable to replication, but researchers can and should learn from case study, particularly as it
applies to individual practice. Initially, case study is beneficial to researchers, but as learning is
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applied to practice, it often becomes useful to others as well (Harland, 2014). It was my hope to
employ this set of case studies as insightful ways to improve my own practice as well as those of
colleagues in my building and school district.
Action Research
Kurt Lewin is known as one of the founders of action research, and although many have
followed in his footsteps, and even more have criticized his ideas, alignment between research
and action is broadly recognized as valuable practice (Rauch et. al, 2014). Action research allows
teachers the invaluable opportunity to improve pedagogical practices through careful
investigation, study, and research application. Unlike other research paradigms, action research
works from the plainly stated starting point of acting as catalyst for change. While ethnographies,
for instance, identify aspects of unknown cultures without seeking to change them, action
research studies take place with the explicit goal of changing existing practice (Elliott, 2009).
Within the action research framework, educators may become investigators of their own work,
for the sole purpose of improving the educational experience for their own students and students
in their schools.
John Elliott (2009) argued that educational research is “carried out with the practical
intention of changing a situation to make it more educationally worthwhile” (p. 28). Elliott
(2009) furthermore characterized educational research as, “a form of commonsense theorizing in
contrast to the kind of scientific theorizing that stemmed from research on education” (p. 29).
Educational research that is conducted in the classroom is, therefore, pragmatic and of immediate
use in efforts to improve practice. The highest hopes for teachers as researchers are centered
around teachers achieving new understanding of how they might express their educational values
through the action of curricular and pedagogical change (Elliott, 2009). Although distinctions
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may be made among the angles researchers and reformers take when attempting to explain or
alter practice, varying approaches, whether practical or theoretical, can merge in effective
fashion.
What Aristotle called theoria (theory) is used to generalize findings that contributes to
technical rationality, what Aristotle called techne. Techne provides a generalized approach to
achieve a specific goal, and theoria affords “rational foundation.” This does not, however, leave
room for first-person experience that is fundamentally rooted context. Phronesis is not meant to
offer a generalized prescription for future actions, but it does offer insights into what may occur
in specific scenarios and contexts when particular interventions are utilized. Therefore, phronesis
builds a bridge between the general and particular in a fashion that techne does not (Elliott,
2009). If researchers are to limit value-bias in the context of phronesis, they must engage in
conversation with others about their work. They need interaction with people whose points of
view challenge biases and draw into focus features of the study that have previously been
unforeseen. According to Elliott (2009), “Phronesis is a naturalistic mode of reasoning that opens
up a space for the reflective reconstruction of bias in conversation with others…Deliberative
Case-based Reasoning (phronesis) . . . (is) a virtue rather than the mastery of a method” (pp. 2933).
“Philosophical pragmatism,” as Elliott (2009) stated it, “has purged our picture of science
of its essentialist assumptions” (p. 30). This ideology aligns with John Dewey's (1916) notion of
democratic interaction for practical purposes. While activists and reformers may be tempted by
idealizing what public education could become, they must remain pragmatic and remember
Dewey's (1916) advice about attempting to create an “ideal society,” when he said, “We must
base our conception upon societies which actually exist, to have any assurance that our ideal is a
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practicable one” (p. 91). Phronesis is, therefore, an approach that embodies a dialogic,
democratic ideal.
The term “theory” must be wrestled from historical forms of usage and “essentialist
connotations,” in order to afford teachers the opportunity to exert “generative capacity” and
create longitudinal change. Educational action researchers must employ theoria (theory) in the
context of practical dialogue in this framework:
•

It is a process of reasoning that yields universal knowledge.

•

It constructs a clear and systematic view of its subject-matter.

•

It enables the prediction of future possibilities. (Elliott, 2009, p. 32)

By applying theoria to pragmatic action research and seeking to extend action research as
seedlings for new theory, teachers can act as the instructional experts they are.
Action research methodology allows me to apply findings to my own classroom practice,
and with appropriate support, perhaps even use findings to shape future professional
development efforts. Without case study methodology to shed light on students’ perceptions,
though, the research would lack necessary dimension to be compelling enough to convince
building and district leadership that efforts to emphasize necessity for student agency and
empowerment. When educators are able to hear students in their own words, they are often
moved in ways that are otherwise elusive. What I am offering with the findings of this study are
student perspectives on their own decision-making, and that is invaluable in collective efforts to
improve pedagogy and learning.
Research Setting
The research study took place with students from a high school in the American
Mountain West, via distance learning, during the COVID-19 pandemic. Anon High School
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served 2149 students during the 2020-21 school year, among whom 6% qualified for freereduced lunch. The community where the physical school is situated is one of relative socioeconomic privilege, but students of Latina/o background, who comprise a third of the school’s
overall population, also make up most of the free/reduced lunch population (5% of 6%). This
creates a salient disparity in cultural capital within the school population, one that every teacher
with whom I have spoken is aware of and worries about mitigating.
The school year started one week later than expected because of the pandemic, so that
teachers could receive training for an extra week to be prepared for online learning. We started
the semester in late August of 2020, and official data collection began in September. Throughout
the entirety of the study, I taught from home, and students were only invited back into the school
physically over a six-day period, for one day per week, before too many teachers and students
were quarantined to keep school open (86 students and 11 staff members). School closed for the
remainder of the fall semester of 2020 in November. The entire student body engaged in home
learning throughout most of the fall semester, with exceptions only for intensive learning
students (those who were severely impacted by disability) English Language Development
program.
Research Participants
As I worked through instructional units with my students, I first allowed kids to choose
groups for themselves. I asked them to fill out questionnaires after each group assignment to start
the semester, and based on responses and correlating grouping behaviors, I chose four student
participants to interview. I chose secondly based on race and gender because I wanted to include
balanced perspectives from both genders, and I wanted to select two students who were Anglo
and two who were Latina/o to achieve a sense of racial balance. Anglo kids and Latino/a kids
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comprise 97% of the school’s population, so they were the main racial groups I wanted to
examine. These students were members of my English Language Arts classes for tenth grade
students, during the first and third period classes. It was important that I conduct this study with
only students from my standard ELA10 classes because there are so few students of color in the
pre-AP tenth grade course I teach. Two students from period one (one Anglo male, one Latino)
and two students from period three (one Anglo female, one Latina) were chosen as interview
participants.
Because we were all engaged in distance learning, and even parent teacher conferences
were held virtually, all letters of consent and assent were sent to participants and their parents via
DocuSign. I utilized our school’s Community Liaison to translate each letter into Spanish, so that
the Spanish speaking parents could appropriately access the parameters of the study and what I
would be asking of their kids.
Sampling
There were approximately 84 students in my classes throughout the day during Fall
Semester of the 2020-21 school year, so it behooved me to choose eight students, in the two
classes involved in the
study at Anon High School, who embodied specific qualities that may best explain the
phenomenon of consideration: appearance of student self-segregation and effects of disrupting it
with heterogeneous grouping.
A typical sample, as Merriam (2009) defined it, is one that represents “the average
person, situation, or instance of the phenomenon of interest” (p. 78). A typical sample was of
use, but greater insights may be gleaned from a purposeful sample, one that affords insight
(Merriam, 2009). Therefore, I sought typical samples as interview respondents, but those who
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could also offer information about the phenomenon of apparent self-segregation and grouping;
this meant that in the two classes included in the study, I sought two Latino/a students, one male
and one female, as well as two Anglo students, male and female. Obviously, Latino/a
experiences were of significant concern because that is the demographic group who consistently
fails more classes and participates in fewer Advanced Placement courses than any other
demographic in the school of study.
I was also interested in Anglo counterparts, though, because experiences of all students
are of concern when proposing a new instructional strategy. After students completed the first
two questionnaires I distributed (Appendix C), following group work in a single class period, and
once I observed group work behaviors for two class periods, I selected students who could
potentially offer valuable insights in the context of interview.
As LeCompte, et al. (1993) pointed out, the criteria the researcher establishes for
purposeful sampling should directly reflect the study's purpose and guide in identifying
participants who yield rich information. If my goal is to advance all students and facilitate equity
with heterogeneous grouping and democratic pedagogy, then I must be prepared to answer
questions about how this strategy affects kids from the two largest racial/ethnic groups on
campus, and I must additionally consider students’ initial perspectives on the experience of
heterogenous group work in my class.
Ethical Considerations
In order to ensure that the identities and specific information about participants were
protected, I used pseudonyms and initials to replace each student’s real names in all documents.
All documents were stored on a password encrypted cloud storage system, as well as on two
different external drives that never left my home outside of my direct possession. Interview
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audio files were first recorded and stored on a password encrypted iPhone, then moved to the
password encrypted cloud storage system. Because the participants were all from one local,
isolated school site, it would be incredibly challenging to anyone from outside that school
community to identify any of the participants specifically. I chose the pseudonyms for
participants independently, so even they are not aware of how they are identified in this study. I
followed ethical guidelines from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) closely to ensure the
safety and protection of all participants.
The IRB process included approval of consent and assent forms for parents and student
participants and consent to conduct the study from the school district where the study took place.
Once I received consent from the school district and spoke with administrative leadership in my
school to ensure support, I was able to clearly write up the parameters of the study and submit all
pertinent documentation to the Graduate School. This study was exempt and represented no
potential harm to human participants.
Data Collection Methods
Because my goal was to understand various aspects of student agency, along with how
and why students exerted it, data collection involved multiple means and methods. A preliminary
modality of data collection I regularly employ in my classroom instruction is the questionnaire.
After nearly every lesson I teach, I send Google Form questionnaires to students to determine
what worked and what went poorly, so I incorporated questionnaire in much the same way in this
study. I also used it to determine how strongly students felt about choosing group members and
curricular focus. Secondly, I engaged in numerous participant observation sessions during
student work times in class. I took careful notes and kept ongoing memos throughout
observations and lessons as I taught. Once I processed the data from questionnaires and initial
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observations, I determined four students who would become interview participants. I chose two
Anglo students, a male and a female, as well as two Latino/a students, one male and one female,
and I did so based on questionnaire responses and observations during class. I conducted a total
of 12 interviews with four students (3 with each student) before I finally considered academic
achievement data. I reviewed student grades and participation in academic activities as a final
metric to offer insight into the impacts of various types of student agency.
Participant Observation
Classroom observations took place between September of 2020 and December of 2020. I
popped into group meetings via Google Meet to observe self-selected grouping interactions
during the first months of the semester (through October); then students were shifted to assigned
groups before my new observations began. I looked for behaviors that were slightly different
than those I would have observed if we had been physically present in the building: whether
video was on, so that students’ faces could be seen, whether microphones were turned on and
students were verbally communicating, and whether or not kids actually showed up and stayed in
their groups.
I took care to attend to my duties as a teacher before I focused on my role as a researcher
(Merriam, 2009). It was productive to assuage parents and students regarding their potential
concerns about this aspect of my research work as I initiated the study. To that end, I
corresponded with parents at conferences, explaining the components of the study and the ways
in which their students would participate. I did encounter moments of struggle, as Gans (1982)
articulated, due to my need to “fight the urge to shed the emotional handcuffs that bind the
researcher, and to react spontaneously to the situation,” especially because students were
consistently so invested in my assessment of their performance and interactions with peers (p.

68
54). Though it was challenging to juggle teaching duties and research duties at once, field notes
helped me keep track of the countless occurrences and interactions of consequence that took
place during any given class period. Field notes included rich description of setting, people,
activities, and direct quotations of what student participants said (Merriam, 2009).
Scheduled observations occurred at least once a week, for the duration of 15-30 minutes,
in two different classes during group activities, and observations took place over the course of
eighteen weeks of instruction (38 total observations between two classes). I was looking for the
following behaviors in self-selected and assigned, heterogenous groups: cooperative verbal
engagement with peers, video feed on, time spent on task, and task completion. I used a chart
and tally system for marking these interactions (Appendix E). While the questionnaires were
distributed to all members of each class considered in this study, observations were primarily
relegated to groups that included interview respondents. This allowed me to drill deeper than
solely questionnaires or observations afforded.
Table 1
Data Collection Timeline
Data Collection
Method

Dates

Participants

Observations

September 2020-December 2020

Researcher, Participant
Students, Google Meetings

Questionnaire

September 2020- November 2020

Researcher, Participant
Students

Interviews

Student Interviews:
November 17th, 2020- December 16th,
2020

Researcher, Participant
Students

Artifacts

September 2020-December 2020

Researcher, Participant
Students
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Field Notes
I am a note-taker. Each day I start instruction in my own classroom with “Instructional
Notes” that I have jotted down as I have graded assessments and then lesson planned, so I apply
note-taking methods to all areas of professional life, including this research. As I conducted
observations, I used the note-taking tool I created for the study (see Appendix E), but I found
myself leaning on more anecdotal, informal notetaking throughout observations. I also took notes
during interviews about variables like background noise, whether students used their video feeds,
and other visuals that may not have been captured via audio recording. Since no video recording
was used in the study, notes were imperative in attempting to capture visual elements of the
study that were necessary to fully grasp the subject matter.
Analytic Memos
Through three different iterations of data coding, analytic memos were of immense value
in processing so much at once. There were so many data, that it felt like my head was constantly
swimming with ideas that warranted recording; I used analytic memos as marginalia throughout
data coding and analysis to keep track of my expedient and numerous thoughts as I processed all
I was reading and observing. The point was to “reflect and expound” upon the data in these
memos (Saldaña, 2016).
Questionnaire
After each group meeting, students were asked to complete questionnaires about their
group’s experiences. Google Form surveys and questionnaires are tools I use consistently to
inform instruction as kids move through instructional units in my class, so during this
dissertation study, I also utilized them to assess how group work was going and whether students
needed my intervention in their academic pursuits. As the study started, I used questionnaire to
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ascertain what criteria students used to select group members. Students who demonstrated little
preference, as well as students who exhibited strong preference for certain group members, were
chosen as interview participants.
Interview
Since there were so many aspects of student perception that I could not observe during
classroom activities, particularly in a novel online learning environment, interviewing was
necessary. This allowed me to inquire about background and past experiences, which I cannot
replicate (Merriam, 2009). The six types of questions I asked within the framework of semistructured interview followed Patton's (2002) guidelines; they are: “1.) Experience and behavior
questions 2.) Opinions and values questions 3.) Feeling questions 4.) Knowledge questions 5.)
Sensory questions 6.) Background/demographic questions” (p. 96). There are additionally four
categories of questions to consider as I compose an interview guide, and those categories are:
“hypothetical, devil's advocate, ideal position, and interpretive” (Strauss et al., 1981, p. 97). This
kind of structure was important to keeping me on track as an interviewer, and one that had an
established relationship with the students involved.
While I had distinct ideas about the questions I needed to ask, I also wanted to leave
room for embellishment, so I employed semi-structured interview questions (Appendix D). The
interview guide included a mix of structured and less structured interview questions, all of which
were used with flexibility. There was no preordained wording or order to the questions, so that I
was able to respond to participants' needs as we work through interviews (Merriam, 2009). The
semi-structured interview approach gave me room to make students feel comfortable, as if we
were simply having conversations, rather than asking them to respond to formal questions that
would perhaps give the impression that right and wrong answers were desired end points.

71
Because I had a relationship with the students involved in the study, establishing comfort
and safety initially was important. The questions with which I led were descriptive in nature, so
that students could gain confidence and ease with the process. I was their teacher, so I needed to
establish immediately that the interviews were not assessments that affected their grades. Later I
asked probing questions about more sensitive topics like perceptions, emotions, and values
(Merriam, 2009). I followed Taylor and Bogdan's (1984) guidelines for creating transparency in
the interview process by starting the initial interview with clear indicators of my motives and the
purpose of my research, the fact that I would use pseudonyms for all respondents, the
expectation that respondents would review my findings for accuracy, modest incentives that I
would provide (gift cards of $5.00 increments), logistical details about all interview times, places
(Google Meet), and how many I expected to conduct interviews (one interview after every other
assigned group meeting). It was important for me to be mindful of keeping enough distance to
ask difficult questions, and to explore the perspectives of respondents, rather than allow them to
know about my assumptions or perceptions before they answered (Seidman, 1991). Since I was
spending time with respondents daily in the digital classroom, I had to keep in mind all
appropriate guidelines for my conduct not only as an educator, but also as a researcher.
I conducted three interviews with four different students, all during the months of
November and December of 2020. During the first six weeks, I observed, collected academic
achievement data (scores and submissions) and collected questionnaire data, so that I could
carefully choose four interview participants to further illuminate those data. All interviews were
conducted via Google Meet, due to constraints of COVID-19. I recorded interviews on a
passcode encrypted iPhone 11 Pro, and all meetings were conducted via Google Meet due to
circumstances of COVID-19 and distance learning. I transcribed each interview meticulously by
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hand, and then I engaged in cyclical coding of interview responses. General open coding led to
more specific axial coding, and finally themes emerged.
Artifacts
The artifacts I collected as data were documents that I created for students as part of
instruction and curriculum. These data included exams, data from assignments and assessments,
journal prompts, with subsequent entries written by student participants, and relevant student
products (Merriam, 2009).
Curriculum
Curriculum, of course, is an important consideration in a study based on student
perceptions and levels of investment in their educational experiences. Eisner (2002) defined
curriculum as, “a series of planned events that are intended to have educational consequences for
one or more students” (p. 31). Intended curriculum is what has been explicitly planned, whereas
operational curriculum is what transpires in the classroom when multitude variables are present,
and both were of significant concern in this study (Eisner, 2002). I took extensive field notes and
composed multitudinous memos on the intended curriculum, versus what took place in the
classroom. Because students were encouraged to create their own meaning and work as groups to
do so, my plans took unexpected turns in real time. It was equally important to consider hidden
curriculum. The hidden curriculum is comprised of ideas that are conveyed to students through
teachers, textbooks, school structures, and various other resources.
Teachers, in fact, often inculcate these lessons without realizing that they are doing so (Eisner,
2002). I reflected on this not just daily, but from moment to moment, to assure that all aspects of
the curriculum were transparent.
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Students engaged in various units of study over the course of the eighteen total weeks in
which they were periodically working with small groups. The first unit, which spanned
throughout the month of September, was focused on analytical reading skills and comparative
critical thinking, and writing skills, so students were allowed to choose their own groups to work
with as they read and analyzed two short stories from Jhumpa Lahiri’s (1999) Interpreter of
Maladies. I deliberately chose literature from authors from diverse backgrounds, who articulated
something insightful about cultural experiences from points of view that have traditionally been
obscured and marginalized in educational settings. This is a persistent, consistent practice in my
pedagogy. These two group assignments followed two short story analyses, during which I read
both aloud and guided students deliberately and slowly through analytical questions. Students
were directed to highlight assigned vocabulary words in purple (on the digital document),
figurative language in pink, and various types of conflict (human v. human, human v. self, and
human v. nature) in individual colors (red, blue, and orange). I advised students to have a
different group member direct the group in highlighting each specific area, and that another
group member do the reading aloud, someone who was confident with his/her reading.
Following each group work experience, I asked students to complete a Google Form
questionnaire to assess the efficacy of their group’s work and their own choices of people with
whom to work. I also included a segment of the questionnaire for students to include any
feedback I may need to know to improve the next opportunities to complete group work
assignments. The unit concluded with a compare/contrast essay, in which students were asked to
provide a comparative analysis of Boori Ma (from “A Real Durwan”) and Bibi Haldar (from
“The Treatment of Bibi Haldar”). Students first composed an outline using a structured graphic
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organizer; then they submitted a rough draft for anonymous peer review to Turnitin.com.
Following two anonymous peer reviews, students were to revise and submit a final draft.
The second unit of study began during the third week of October and lasted through the
second week of November, and its focus was the Paulo Coelho (1998) novel, The Alchemist.
After data collection from the initial unit of the school year revealed that students struggled with
reading analysis in small group, online learning settings, I chose to conduct guided reading class
sessions throughout the reading of The Alchemist. Some, but quite little of the text, was assigned
as independent reading for homework, but I read most of it aloud during class, so that I could
help students understand the text and answer analytical study guide questions accurately. I began
to use asynchronous assessment on Schoology during this unit to assess independent reading
comprehension, which was particularly useful on Mondays, which the school district reserved as
asynchronous learning days for all secondary students. Finally, because the central concept of the
book is finding one’s Personal Legend, the culminating project was the Personal Legend
Gameboard. This gave students opportunities to define their own predicted pathways in life and
the outcomes they desired and felt passionately about. First, kids met in self-selected small
groups to discuss what they may include in their gameboards. Next, once students had the chance
to process group feedback and met with me as needed to revise their gameboards, they met in
assigned groups for the first time to play their games and those of their peers. As is generally the
case, I distributed a questionnaire to students to conclude the unit, so that I could ask about
students’ perceptions of groupwork experiences and interactions during game play.
Finally, during the final month of the first semester, students worked on two different
culminating projects: a persuasive research project and a book talk about a novel of their
choosing. As a group, we vacillated between these two areas of study for the final four weeks of
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semester A. To start the persuasive research unit, students completed the Identity Exploration
Activity, in which they determined their primary interests and motivations, so that they may then
narrow those subject areas to manageable research topics. Students were asked to document six
research sources and a minimum of three research notecards for each source. Each notecard was
to include a direct excerpt from the research source, a link to the bibliography for that excerpt,
and a paraphrase of that excerpt from the student. Once students had the opportunity to work
through most of the research, I assigned groups so that they could meet about the inspiration for
the one or two topics (occasionally three) they decided to research and study. Within those
groups, students discussed their reasoning for choosing the subject matter of study, and in a
different meeting, they later helped peers determine how many of Aristotle’s modalities of
persuasion they addressed with their research: ethos, pathos, and logos. As usual, students were
asked to complete questionnaires in response to their group work and the assignment. The
culminating activity for the research unit was a persuasive research slideshow and peer reviews,
posted to the class discussion board on the Schoology learning management system.
In addition to the persuasive research projects that began in mid-November of 2020,
students simultaneously worked on reading, analyzing, composing, and orating a book talk via
the video posting platform called Flipgrid. To start the choice book unit, I composed a slideshow
that included book synopses and corresponding literary genres for students to interact with; they
were to read each synopsis and assess their own interest level and willingness to read each book
to complete the assignment. Every book I included was available through our online book checkout system called SORA, so that students would not encounter obstacles in acquiring selected
texts. Once each student chose a book to read, they had to submit that selection and rationale
both to me and to the class discussion board for peer exchange on an asynchronous Monday.
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Once students completed and submitted all 10 reading log assignments (including summary of
readings and new vocabulary words with definitions), they posted book talks to the Flipgrid site,
and they provided video peer reviews to at least two classmates each on the site as well.
Assessments and Outcomes
Outcomes were defined as student specific, teacher specific, and subject specific (Eisner,
2002). Assessments, whether formative or summative, followed the paradigm for the “new
assessment in education” that Eisner (2002) proposed (p. 203). The new assessment in education
calls for tasks to be oriented to real world skills and capabilities, students to reveal how they
solved a problem, rather than focusing solely on the solution, tasks to represent the values of the
community, tasks to be oriented in group collaboration, numerable possible solutions to a
question or problem, curricular association without limitation, students to recognize cohesive,
larger configurations, rather than only small elements, and to permit student choice in how
knowledge should be represented once learning has occurred (Eisner, 2002). While it can be
monumentally challenging for educators to allow students choices regarding how knowledge is
assessed, it is paramount to the success of this study that students understand that they do have
agency, and that it will be honored as often as possible.
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Table 2
Reading Analysis Comparative Unit
Academic Activity

Date
9/2/20

Instructor-Guided Reading and Analysis: “Gentrification,” by Sherman Alexie
Instructor-Guided Reading and Analysis: “The Story of an Hour,” by Kate
Chopin

9/4/20

Self-Selected Small Group Reading and Analysis: “A Real Durwan,” from
Interpreter of Maladies, by Jhumpa Lahiri (1999)

9/11/20

Self-Selected Small Group Reading and Analysis: “The Treatment of Bibi
Haldar,” from Interpreter of Maladies, by Jhumpa Lahiri (1999)

9/17/20

Compare/Contrast Graphic Organizer for Compare Contrast Character
Analysis: Boori Ma and Bibi Haldar

9/18/20

Compare/Contrast Essay: Compare Contrast Character Analysis: Boori Ma
and Bibi Haldar

9/28/20

Table 3
The Alchemist Personal Legend Unit
Academic Activity

Date

Hero’s Journey: An Exploration Activity

10/26/20

Reading and Study Guide for The Alchemist, Part One

10/29/20

Asynchronous Assessment: Reading Analysis Composition

11/2/20

Reading and Study Guide for The Alchemist, Part Two

11/4/20

Self-Selected Group Collaboration: Personal Legend Gameboard Composition

11/10/20

Assigned Groups: Personal Legend Game Play!

11/13/20
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Table 4
Persuasive Research Presentation
Academic Activity

Date

Narrowing Your Research Topic

11/19/20

Research Check-Point: Works Cited Page

12/4/20

Research Check-Point: Research Notecards

12/4/20

Assigned Group Collaboration: Research and Inspiration

12/4/20

Assigned Group Collaboration: Research and Persuasive Value

12/11/20

Persuasive Slideshow: Discussion board

12/17/20

Table 5
Choice Book Talk Unit
Academic Activity

Date

Book Choices and Rationales

11/20/20

Choice Book Check-In and Discussion Board Exchange

11/30/20

Choice Book Reading Logs Xs 5

12/7/20

Choice Book Reading Logs Xs 5

12/14/20

Flip Grid Video Book Talk PLUS Video Peer Reviews

12/17/20

Data Analysis Method: Coding
As I started this study, I did so seeking an answer to a question: What influences kids to
consistently choose as they do regarding curriculum and peer partners? As I discovered the
numerous variables I would need to examine and the complexities I would need to analyze, it
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became clear that I was paving the way with this study to generate a theory that provides
explanation for the ways in which students choose to exert agency in the domains of curriculum
and peer collaboration. The structure provided within the construct of Grounded Theoretical
analysis made it simplistic to categorize and determine thematic orientation. By first separating
data into coded categories, and then narrowing and distilling existing categories, clear themes
emerged, which led to understanding.
The coding I endeavored was cyclical in nature, rather than linear, as Saldaña (2016)
prescribed. The initial cycle of coding was conducted using the affective method, wherein codes
correspond with participants' emotions and other various subjective aspects of human interaction
and experience. Some examples of codes I applied are: “Isolation,” “Comfort,” “Discomfort,”
and “Enjoyment.” In attempting to expand the analytic work of my first round of coding, I
applied axial coding as I worked through two more cycles of data analysis. This helped me to
determine attributes of broad categories from the first round of coding and determine how each
sub-category related to others (Saldaña, 2016). During this phase of coding terms like
“Enjoyment” and “Connection” were combined to end as “Engagement.” I was able to condense
codes and drive data closer to thematic orientation through this kind of distillation.
Extensive coding and analysis led to my own theorizing regarding students’ perceptions
of choice, regarding curriculum, approaches to work completion, and group members. Theory
can help researchers predict and explain phenomena in their fields of study. Pragmatists indicate
that theory and practice are not distinctly separate from one another. As such, humans theorize
about their practice as a natural course of thought. This is how we build theory through our own
practical processing (Harland, 2014). Due to the numerous interactions I had with the data, I was
able to see the intricate connections more clearly between practice and findings. I was able to see
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how instructional choices and subsequent student choices impact students’ perceptions of the
learning environment and learning.
Trustworthiness
Triangulation
There are four types of data triangulation: mixed methods, mixed sources of data,
numerous researchers, or multiple theories, used to affirm findings (Denzin, 1978). I am using
multiple data sources, which include interviews (three semi-structured interviews with four
different participants, of no more than thirty minutes in length), observations (daily participant
observation individually and in groups), and artifacts (primarily student work and lesson plan
materials). I worked with two standard sophomore Language Arts classes at different times in the
day, but I did not include Advanced (Pre-AP) sophomore Language Arts class as a basis of
comparison because this study is attempting to address the ongoing problem of homogeneity in
advanced classes; there are generally too few Latino/a students included in those classes for this
study to generate useful data in that setting.
Saturation
While the process of data collection was ultimately guided by emerging hypotheses, once
data started to repeat and no new threads were revealed, I was able to cease data collection
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Saturation is achieved when “no additional data are being found
whereby the sociologist can develop properties of the category” (Glaser &Strauss, 1967, p. 61).
Data saturation included observations for specific behaviors (verbal interactions with peers, task
completion, time on task, camera visibility), artifact collection and analysis (exam grades related
to heterogeneous group work, overall academic achievement in the course, attendance records,
individual work), and interview responses. Assessments for redundancy were ongoing during
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data collection, and as data analysis began; this included intensive review of observation notes,
interview transcripts, grades, and attendance records.
Audit Trail
This research was based in case study as Yin (2008) defined it, “an empirical inquiry that
investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (p. 18). Student selfselection, both academically and socially, has dominated the landscape of Anon High School for
decades, according to frequently circulated concerns and anecdotes among staff and students, so
it is of interest to determine whether this phenomenon is circumstantial of the community, the
school, or even the country. Because I was diligent about creating an audit trail that included a
running account of methods, procedures, and various decisions I made throughout the study, data
analysis was not only be simplified, but also transparent. Additionally, “rich, thick descriptions”
were necessary so that context could be easily ascertained; this allows readers to determine how
research and findings may apply to their own individual situations (Merriam, 2009, p. 229).
Careful record keeping was paramount so that reliability could be affirmed.
Validity and Reliability
I reflected on tentative hypotheses throughout data collection, so I engaged in some form
of analytic induction (Merriam, 2009). Once I determined hypothetical possibilities, I attempted
to extrapolate “the likely applicability of findings to other situations under similar, but not
identical, conditions” (Patton, 2002, p. 584). At the outset of the study, I hypothesized that selfseparation was likely due to racist tendencies, but observations and interviews extinguished that
possibility quickly. Then I hypothesized that students chose to work with friends and those who
were most familiar because they wanted to avoid doing academic tasks, in favor of socializing.
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That hypothesis was also proven almost entirely false through data collection and analysis. I was
also surprised to learn of all the struggles students experienced as they were asked to make
choices in their own learning; I initially hypothesized that students would always enjoy choosing,
no matter the circumstances, and I was wrong about that. Since a primary goal for the completion
of this study was to initiate professional development first in my own school district, and then
more broadly, extrapolation will be necessary, but extending findings and hypothetical solutions
to achievement and opportunity gaps in settings outside of the one I studied must be done with
care.
Finally, to ensure validity, I did as Lincoln and Guba (2000) suggested and reflected
“critically on the self as researcher, the human as instrument” (p. 183). In the same vein,
respondent validation was critical; I did not simply rely on my singular interpretation of what
participants said to me, so I engaged in member checking regarding findings and analyses to be
certain that I was presenting their experiences and points of view accurately (Merriam, 2009).
Transparency in data collection, analysis, and reporting is monumentally consequential if this
study is to have a positive impact on future pedagogical practice.
Limitations and Delimitations
Even though I thoroughly examined students’ perceptions of curricular and group
member choice, there were some limitations. I was, in fact, limited due to COVID-19 restrictions
and scheduling fluctuations throughout the entirety of the fall semester. Brock et al. (2016)
defined a crisis event as a negative experience that is perceived as unable to be controlled or
predicted, so the circumstances of the 2020-21 school year certainly fit the definition of crisis.
As we started the fall semester, we were all learning remotely; then the district attempted to send
kids back to school for one day per week in cohorts, and that lasted for only six school days
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before all students and teachers were sent home for remote learning to conclude the semester in
mid-November. Kids were attempting to learn from home, often without necessary resources to
do so, but we all simply had to move forward together.
Although the COVID-19 pandemic is still an actively developing situation, emerging
evidence indicates that kids have experienced significant emotional strain and mental health
impacts (Limcaoco et al., 2020). Although everyone was equally blindsided when COVID-19
restrictions were imposed, the severity of the effects and extremity of exposure were more
variable across youth populations (Styck et al., 2021). Brock et al. (2016) argued that when
students are faced with crises, which they are unable to manage emotionally, they lose
psychological homeostasis. This leads to feelings of distress and strained functioning, which then
inspires them to seek resolution (ibid.). When people experience significant stress due to
COVID-19, it is generally attributed to factors that were perceived as longitudinal in nature.
Such factors included lengthy quarantine times, fears of getting infected, boredom, insufficient
resources, inadequate information, financial strain, and social stigma (Brooks et al., 2016).
Indeed, the impacts of COVID-19 have been longitudinal and intense, so students and teachers
alike were grappling with it throughout the semester and this study.
Another limitation of the study that COVID-19 instigated was regarding students’ overall
lack of experience with online learning and the independence it demanded. When students are
inexperienced with online learning, they are reluctant to participate in online collaborative work,
which, of course, affected the ways in which kids interacted within online groups in my classes
(Fung, 2004). Heinrich et al., (2019) found that students were often disengaged during online
instruction; researchers observed students listening to music instead of instruction, searching up
quiz answers online, and texting friends on their cell phones. When students were not interacting
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with peers or instructors, idle time was the result, which consistently resulted in slower progress
and lower grades. I am certain that my students were battling their own behaviors in similar ways
as we traversed the fall semester together, simply because they had little to no experience with
online learning or being independent in completing school-related tasks once instruction has
concluded.
Case study as a method of study and data collection is generally scrutinized for being
constrained by unique circumstances, and therefore, also constrained in what it may be able to
offer to broader educational theory. Additionally, qualitative study demands that researchers
analyze and interpret data through specific individual lenses, so each researcher is imposing
understanding that is unique to themselves (Harland, 2014). While I was only able to interview
four participants in a particular location, under constraints of incredibly specific circumstances,
the insights they offered were paramount to my ultimate understanding of the subject matter.
Case studies cannot truly be replicated because specific contexts are not amenable to replication,
but researchers can and should learn from case study, particularly as it applies to individual
practice (Harland, 2014). My individual practice will no doubt improve because of my
involvement with this study.
Finally, I did not work with any co-researchers, so the research data and all findings were
only processed through my individual lens. While impressions and perceptions were confirmed
with participants before final composition, there was no research team checking various data
sources for congruence and divergence thematically; I did it all independently. The orientation of
case study research is interpretive and therefore, subjective because the researcher's point of view
plays a significant role in the research study; it is important for researchers to acknowledge this
truth explicitly (Creswell, 2014). The postpositivist approach to research, however, has been
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applied here, and is primarily focused on producing a design that can be replicated and results
that may be generalized, all with minimal levels of subjectivity. While the goal is always
objectivity, Yin (2014) has acknowledged the interpretive and descriptive aspects of case study.
Although perspectives on the data were limited to only my own, each step of the study can easily
be replicated, so the design remains transparent and free from subjectivity.
Review and Preview
Chapter III provided complete and detailed overview of the entire data collection process.
The methodology included the following sections: Rationale, Research Questions, Theoretical
Underpinnings, and close review of Student Participants and Ethical Considerations. Not only
data collection was covered, but also data analysis, which included information about coding
procedures. The chapter ended with examination of trustworthiness, limitations, and
delimitations of the research study. Next, Chapter IV: Findings details student participants’
interview responses about their individual experiences with agency as they applied it to curricula,
workflow, and peers for group work.
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CHAPTER IV
RESULTS
Student Perspectives on Agency
The purpose of the study was to understand how students applied agency in the following
domains: curricular choice, peer/group member choice, and approach to assignment/task
completion. I utilized action research and case study as methods in this research. Yin (2009)
considered case study a method, and one form it can take is exploratory. When researchers
engage in exploratory case study research, they collect data and examine it for patterns, which
was exactly how I moved through the research in this case study of four respondents at a large,
Mountain Western high school. This research was conducted with the primary intention of
improving my practice; a secondary goal was to turn this research into pragmatic professional
development for colleagues both in my building and in the broader school district. While data
collection took place over the course of 12 weeks, the total duration of the semester was 18
weeks. Over the first six weeks, I established norms and made informal observations that
eventually led to more formalized exploration.
I was the teacher for both tenth grade, English Language Arts classes in the study, and
each class included approximately 27-30 students throughout the length of the 18-week fall
semester of 2020. Rosters fluctuated marginally throughout the semester due to schedule changes
and other factors but remained mostly static. I chose these classes because they represented the
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diverse student population I was interested in studying. The advanced class I was teaching was
never a candidate for the study due to persistent lack of diversity in those courses at the school.
I chose two male students: one Anglo, one Latino. I additionally chose two female students: one
Anglo, one Latina. The two male students were both members of my first period class, and the
two female members were both members of my third period class.
Research Setting
Anon High School resides in the Mountain West of the United States and served 2,149
students during the 2020-21 school year. The school is proudly an Advanced Placement focused
institution, and as such, it competes for students in the region where open enrollment is in place.
Unlike other schools in the area, Anon High School includes a diverse student body, consisting
of 33% Latino/a students, representing the largest minority group. The separation of Latino/a
students and their Anglo peers is evident in every area of the school, from the lunchroom to the
library, to each classroom, to the crowded hallways during passing periods. Latino/a students can
be heard bantering in Spanish, as their Anglo counterparts cluster together and speak to each
other in English. No matter the space at Anon High School, these are the optics.
The community where the high school is nested is starkly dichotomous as well. There
are small pockets of low-income housing throughout the city and outlying areas, and these
housing clusters are mostly surrounded by homes that sell in the millions. This socio-economic
disparity is evident in most public spaces, just as it is within the parking lots and walls of local
schools. These dynamics appear to be as traditional as the high school itself, which holds its
place as the first in the community. In fact, my own grandmother was part of its earliest
graduating classes; many, including me, enjoy strong ties to traditional elements of the
community.
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The COVID-19 global pandemic shifted so many aspects of life for people around the
world, and our learning experiences were microcosms of that reality During the 2020-21 school
year, Anon High School looked quite different than its usual, traditional ethos may have dictated.
School was online for all students to start the school year in August, and although a brief attempt
was made to return to the building in early November, it failed within a matter of days because
too many students and teachers were quarantined in such a short time. All but six school days
took place via virtual learning in a school where some students had far more resources than they
could have ever needed, while others could not employ technology competently and consistently
enough to engage in learning. For 20 years of teaching, I looked out at my students’ faces as I
taught, and certainly for the past four at Anon High School, but during the 2020-21 school year, I
saw only a mass of tiny boxes, often with no indication at all how students looked or behaved.
While we all understood that we were still part of the school, and in that way, somehow
connected, the physical spaces where we learned were altered dramatically.
Student Participants
Brief summaries of each student participant’s basic background are included here. I
explicate reasons for choosing each student participant to illuminate the study with interview
responses. Additionally, I include basic elements of each student’s interests and temperament.
This provides useful context for their interview responses about curriculum and group member
choices over the course of varied units of study: Reading analysis (Interpreter of Maladies, by
Lahiri, 1999), book talk, persuasive research presentation, and Personal Legend Gameboard (The
Alchemist, by Coelho, 1998).
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Michael
I chose Michael as a participant because he was a regular attender, seemed to care about
his schoolwork, and he had weak attachments to peer selections, as the questionnaire data
revealed. He consistently chose the same Anglo male to work with as the school year began, but
as we moved forward, he stated no preference and appeared open to working with new people.
Michael, an Anglo male, 15 years old, had been a resident of the same Mountain Western
residential area for much of his life, and he had attended Anon High School for two years, his
entire high school career.
Michael proved to be a flexible thinker and one who clearly was willing to accept
discomfort as companion to growth. He told a story of being signed up for a Spanish dance class
in middle school without his consent or awareness and described how that extreme discomfort
caused him to change his schedule and lunch period to one in which he knew no one. He
described his experience insightfully: “I was like with no one I knew in my lunch, but I figured it
out. I mean I met my best friend . . . So it’s kind of shown me that I shouldn’t just try to confine
myself to people I already know because I’m just gonna have three friends for the rest of my
life.” Michael enjoyed playing with his virtual reality headsets with dad and middle school best
friend throughout our semester together and mentioned it often during or meetings outside of
class: “We played poker on the VR headsets last night. My dad was able to get two new VR
headsets . . . and my friend bought one as well. So we all played poker last night, which was
really fun.” He proudly described himself as a nerd on more than one occasion. He was talking
about a student to whom he had been assigned for groupwork, and he explained their connection,
saying, “he’s a little nerdy, but I’m also a little nerdy.”
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Diego
I chose Diego for some of the same reasons I chose Michael as a participant: he attended
regularly and clearly invested in his schoolwork and school in general, as he mentioned his
affinity for playing for the school’s baseball team more than once in classwork and class
discussion. One way in which Diego varied from Michael, however, was in his robust group
member selections early in the semester. Diego always chose Latino/a students to group with
when given the opportunity to choose independently. While he was a compliant student, he did
not seem to feel motivated to choose new people to work with, even when I cajoled kids to do so.
I wanted to understand more about his choices, so I included him as an interview participant.
Diego was a 15-year-old and Latino, who had attended the same high school throughout
his freshman and sophomore years. His first language was Spanish, and his parents were
migrants, details he shared with me during our meetings outside of class, in the context of
distribution of distribution and signing of consent and assent forms. Diego was quietly compliant
throughout the semester, always a man of few words. He offered no details beyond basic answers
to my questions, so I had to try varying strategies during interview sessions with Diego to gather
data.
Eva
I chose Eva for all of the same reasons I chose Diego; she attended regularly, was
obviously invested in her studies, and consistently requested the same Spanish speaking, Latino/a
peers to work with every time I allowed kids to choose group members. She reflected on selfselected group members, “We all, like, mostly speak Spanish . . . everybody from Anon High
that are like, Latino or Mexican, we all know each other . . . since Pre-K.” Similar to Diego, Eva
was unconvinced by my pleas to choose new people to work with, even though she was an

91
overwhelmingly compliant student. Although she admitted that, “There’s some points that we
don’t get, and then we try translating them, and then we get even more confused,” she also made
no marked efforts to seek peers who were native English speakers for group work. This
behavioral discrepancy caused me to seek her as a participant.
Eva was 15 years old and Latina, another student who had attended the same high school
throughout ninth and tenth grade. She, like Diego, had migrant parents who spoke Spanish with
Eva at home. This was her native language. Eva was by far the most gregarious, giggly,
apparently happy student involved in the study, and she talked a lot about enjoying Spanish language-music and dance in our meetings outside of class. She exhibited consistent confidence
to ask questions and maintained active involvement with peers. “I’m comfortable speaking to
anybody, even if I don’t know the person or anything,” she said.
Lisa
Lisa was, like all other selected participants, a consistent attender and diligent worker in
class. She resembled Diego in her reluctance to speak, but for her, the issue was clearly selfconfidence. While she strived consistently to make her classmates feel comfortable enough to
learn in the context of group work, she experienced discomfort in doing so. “I try to show my
video as much as I can, to try to make people feel more comfortable . . . But sometimes it just- I
just don’t feel comfortable myself,” she said. Like Michael, Lisa claimed to know few people in
the class, saying she only knew “one person in the class,” so she had weak attachments to any
particular peer selection. I wanted to understand her reluctance to choose on her own, so I chose
her as a participant.
I was also familiar with Lisa because I taught her older sister, a senior, when she was a
freshman. She shared during class and throughout our interviews how introverted she was, so she
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talked mostly about spending time with her family and reading in solitude. She also talked a lot
about being vegetarian and her love of animals. She, in fact, talked a lot about wanting to be a
veterinarian: “I have like a big future ahead of me . . . especially since I wanna be a vet . . . that’s
a good thing. I need to tell people that I wanna do that.”
Aspects of Student Choice
Students primarily responded to questions during interviews about agency, and how they
perceived exerting their own agency to choose what they studied in class, who they worked with,
and at times, how they approached the work itself. Additionally, I explored how students
perceived equity within their groups, and this was typically assessed by examining how often
each group member spoke, camera use (or not), and assignment completion. Questionnaire data,
observation data, artifacts, memos, field notes and interview responses were coded to determine
thematic orientation.
I chose to present these data thematically, rather than student by student, because there were
salient commonalities among students’ responses that illuminated student agency and variables
that influenced it. Congruencies in student responses, as well as stark contrasts, are connected so
that theory may be clearly ascertained.
Agency: Curriculum Choices
Unexpectedly, students expressed more negative than positive feelings about the process
of choosing their own curricular interests. Only one student of three who commented on it, in
fact, expressed positive feelings about being afforded choice about what they studied. Lisa said
that she enjoyed having "a feeling of independence," and knowing that she was completing the
work for herself, rather than for someone else's reasons. All others expressed negative emotional
reactions to the pressure of having to choose for themselves. Diego shared his impression that,

93
“There's a lot of options, and . . . sometimes it's hard to pick.” Although Lisa said she enjoyed
the independence of choosing for herself, she later characterized choosing on her own as, “nervewracking.” She went on to say that “it's less pressure” when I do the choosing for students, rather
than affording them opportunities to choose. The act of having to look at a set of options and
commit to an area of study for the course of weeks was apparently a lot for some participants to
process and caused them to feel pressure and some level of anxiety.
Michael had a slightly different take regarding why curricular choice caused him to feel
anxious when he mentioned his inability to look ahead and prognosticate what pathways he may
take. Because the Personal Legend Gameboard assignment required students to create a sort of
Game of Life that was mapped after what their own paths would be, Michael felt a lot of
pressure to choose wisely and correctly. Although I assured students repeatedly that this was not
a legal contract, and we would only be hypothesizing based on what we were currently
passionate about, Michael and many others expressed concern about predicting poorly. Most
participants also struggled with choosing a singular research topic to pursue, but fortunately,
there was room for students to research multiple topics. The rubric made it clear that students
could pursue different avenues of study and still meet the standards and earn the grades they
wanted.
Michael enjoyed researching three different topics, and he chose the following:

94
Figure 1
Michael’s Research Slide: First Topic Choice

Figure 2
Michael’s Research Slide: Second Topic Choice
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Figure 3
Michael’s Research Slide: Third Topic Choice

The class preceded the Persuasive Research Presentation with reading and analysis of the
novel, The Alchemist, by Paulo Coelho (1998). We read the novel as a class, and I read 75% of it
aloud, guiding students through understanding and analyzing the text. This was the perfect
preface for the Persuasive Research Presentation and Book Talk units because the text highlights
following one’s Personal Legend, one’s purpose for existing, which acted as a fitting segue for
presenting students with a wide array of choices in their own studies. I used The Alchemist as a
catalyst for encouraging kids to follow their passions in learning and life.
The Personal Legend Gameboard was the culminating activity for the novel. Because the
novel’s central message is that one must commit to finding and exploring one’s Personal Legend
(reason for living), kids were encouraged to explore their own Personal Legends, and then to
compose a gameboard that presented their hypothetical lifetime trajectories. This required them
to think about long-term goals and predict both the obstacles and triumphs that may arise along
the path. I also wanted to encourage students to make this gameboard uniquely their own by
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using Bitmojis that looked like them, as I had included on my weekly agendas. Because I knew
students may struggle to project where their lives might go, I modeled that kind of thinking and
vulnerability with my own Personal Legend Gameboard presentation. Here are some slides from
Michael’s gameboard (Figures 4 and 5):
Figure 4
Michael's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice
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Figure 5
Michael's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice

Clearly, although Michael expressed reluctance about hypothesizing about the remainder
of his life path, he ended up producing a gameboard that truly reflected who he was when he
created it and engaging in meaningful exploration of his future path.
The one notably positive statement about the expectation that students would choose the
subject matter they studied was from Michael. “It’s nice that I’m able to choose it, so I can learn
about something that might be like- actually important to me,” he explained. He said that when
past teachers had chosen books for him to read, or curriculum for him to explore, they did not
know him well enough to know what preferences he had in most areas of his life. Therefore, the
subject matter was often boring or unengaging for him, and he expressed mild resentment about
that. The only aspect of choosing for himself that he truly appreciated was being allowed to
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assert his own preferences, instead of being bound to the choices of some other, who was likely
choosing based on their preferences.
Michael’s commentary was mostly based on the choice book assignment and subsequent
book talk on the platform called FlipGrid. FlipGrid is a site where students can record speeches
that are ten minutes in length or shorter; they can additionally offer peer reviews via typed and
video commentary. Because I was painfully aware of the fact that modern students rarely read
for pleasure, I started the choice book unit with a presentation of at least 30 books that were
available in our school library. I presented books that varied in terms of reading level and subject
matter, so that every kid had the opportunity to see something that resonated with him/her. It was
imperative to include stories about young women, people of color, and GLBTQ people. One
wrinkle that was necessary to consider during this study was the logistical concern of book
check-out, since none of us was in the building. This meant that I had to search my book
recommendations via the online, e-book check-out system, to ensure that every student could
access the reading.
In order to help students choose books for themselves, I asked them to evaluate their
connections and interest levels to each book in the slideshow I presented. All participants filled
out the Book Talk Student Evaluation, and it was particularly important for students like Diego
who do not read as a matter of hobby or habit. For Diego help in narrowing down book choices,
and helping him select something he would enjoy, were imperative because he was a quiet kid,
who rarely asked for help. Front-loading this assistance made the choices easier for students all
students, especially reluctant readers, to make.
To help students track their reading, and to allow for teacher check-ins as they read, they
were asked to complete reading logs as well. They were expected to complete ten reading logs in
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total, but were required to submit them in increments, so that I could encourage productive
pacing and ensure they were understanding all they read. Diego followed his evaluation of books
with reading log completion, which led to a successful book talk. Although Diego was not an
avid reader, he was able to select a book that interested him and achieve academic success.
Agency: Self-Selected Groups
When I asked students about their perceptions of what worked best about choosing their
own group members to work with, they talked most about familiarity and the comfort they felt
when they knew someone from another context. Michael and Diego both stated that choosing
peers to work with was always easier when they knew people in the class. Furthermore, they said
they more easily completed assignments when they were allowed to choose group members.
Diego expressed some reluctance about choosing to work with friends because he sometimes
worried that his friends would choose to ignore the tasks at hand, but when I asked him if that
would affect who he chose to work with in future endeavors, Diego stated with a tone of
certainty, “sometimes I just…could work with them.” He was sure he would stick with his
friends, even if they were unwilling to do their share of the work, due to the comfort level he said
he felt with them.
Michael made numerous positive statements about his ability to control his own work and
peer groups. While he explicitly acknowledged that others may get credit for work he did, he
admitted that he liked having full control over the work anyway. He said he felt positively about
controlling his own learning pathways, and that, “You know it’s your best effort, and… you
know that’s gonna be how you want it,” when all the work is left to him. He took a surprising
position of acceptance regarding the possibility of peers abstaining from doing their part,
especially if he chose them himself. According to Eva, however, when she gets to choose her
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group members, they “get the work done,” and freeloading is not an issue. She was decisive in
stating as much. As I discussed self-selected grouping with all four participants, none seemed
particularly concerned with friends taking advantage or being evasive about doing their parts of
assignments.
Two of the participants expressed anxiety and trepidation about choosing their own group
members, but the other two did not. Lisa and Michael expressed feelings of isolation,
uncertainty, and discomfort when I asked how they felt about choosing the people with whom
they worked in class. Initially, Michael talked about how “weird” it would be to choose if he did
not know anyone. He did admit that he was “kind of a nervous guy.” Then he talked strategy,
and it was clearly based on experience. Michael reflected on what it is generally like to be the
kid who knows no one as group members are selected when he said, “I don't know that many
people, but there's also other people who like, who don't know that many people, and then we
can group together.” It was easiest for him to seek other solo students because there seemed to be
some comfort in that shared solitude.
Lisa expressed a far more pervasive sense of fear and anxiety when presented with the
notion of choosing her own group members in class. She explained how harshly she second
guessed herself, and especially how afraid she was to be rejected once she finally achieved
enough confidence to ask someone to work with her. She articulated her inner monologue when
she must choose her own group members this way: “I get the pressure . . . having to choose
someone, and I'm like, ‘Oh, my gosh, I don't know if this person wants to be partners with me. I
don't know if I'm comfortable.’” She elaborated by saying that she is usually the person who has
to ask others to join her, and she does not enjoy doing that “very often.” Lisa said she felt
anxious almost always when she had been asked to choose people to work with in her classes
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because she generally only knew, “one person in the class.” If she only had to choose one partner
to work with, she felt she would usually be able to do that successfully, but “especially with
groups with more than one person,” she expected she would always struggle to find enough
people in the room.
There were saliently positive aspects of self-selecting groups. When we discussed selfselected grouping in my class, Lisa stated that she finally got to work with a student who usually
worked with other people. She felt gratified by that, stating that Alexis usually worked with “her
friends.” When I asked her how she might handle choosing peers to work with if we were back
in the classroom soon, she explicated her usual strategy. She stuttered a lot in her response, so I
could tell that she was lacking confidence with what she was saying when she said, “what I
probably would do, which isn't very good, is I would wait to see who was left, and then probably
go with them.” Like Michael, Lisa found comfort in seeking others who seemed to be alone as
well.
While Eva did not express discomfort in selecting people with whom to work in groups,
she did admit that there were struggles staying productive. She said, “If we finish early, then we
just get a little bit off task, and then just talk about the weekend or something.” Even though she
claimed earlier that she and self-selected group members always “get the work done,” she later
revealed that the group was motivated to turn in the work so that they could turn to more
interesting topics of discussion. This kind of prioritizing and motivation may lead to rushed
assignment completion and lower quality work at times, but Eva was comfortable with that
exchange.
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Agency: Assigned Groups
It was not unexpected when some participants stated that they preferred when I chose
partners for them because of what they said to me during interviews, but also because of what I
observed during class. About half of each group just hung around in the Google Meet when I told
kids to choose their groups and log group choices in the chat. I told them if they did not know
people to work with in this class, I would put them in groups, and they did not have to worry.
Lisa confirmed my hunch when she asserted, “I like it better when you choose our partners . . . I
don't have that pressure.” What Lisa emphasized liking most about working in assigned groups
was that she was afforded the opportunity to meet and acquaint herself with students she had
shared physical learning spaces with for years but had never previously spoken to at length.
Because she explained overwhelming anxiety as a part of her daily life, she saw speaking to new
people as a bridge too far for her to traverse alone.
Other participants highlighted their own unique reasons for enjoying assigned grouping,
most accentuating opportunities to meet new people and take calculated risks in their learning.
Michael and Eva both commented on taking risks by breaking silences and creating welcoming
spaces for their peers to share their work and perspectives. Michael said once he garners enough
courage to break uncomfortable silences, “it starts to feel a lot better.” Similarly, Eva told me
about an experience she had in an assigned group in my class, wherein she was working with at
least one reluctant young man. When she encountered these non-participants, she asked who
wanted to go first, and when “nobody answered,” she volunteered to go first and present her own
information. “I was like, ‘Well who wants to go first?’ And then nobody answered, and I was
like, ‘Ok then, I’ll just go first,’” she recounted. The rest of the group spoke and became
involved after she set such a brave example with her exertion of agency. Due to Eva’s
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prompting, other students in her group were able to achieve at a much higher level. They moved
from total non-participants to invested collaborators because Eva made them feel safe enough to
try.
Students expressed discomfort in some areas of their interaction and learning when they
had not been offered the chance to choose their own group members. Eva, for instance, made it
clear that when the teacher chooses her group members, she knows she must comply. She
indicated this by saying, “...if the teacher picks the group, then we have to go, right?” Then she
expounded upon why she felt that choosing independently has often benefited her confidence in
expressing herself within the group context. Eva stated that when I assign groups, “it would be a
little harder to communicate with someone who you're not used to being around.” Similarly,
Michael said that when he had been placed in assigned groups in the past, he struggled to amass
confidence to speak up. He said, “it's hard to . . . get the first word out.”
When I wondered aloud why he felt that it was a competitive landscape within assigned
groups, he remarked, “when I work with people I know, I don’t feel like as nervous about like
talking or like putting my opinion out there cuz I already know they know things about me.”
Diego aligned in this regard, as he indicated that it was difficult for him to speak to people with
whom he was not well acquainted. I asked if it was more difficult for him to speak up and be
heard in assigned groups, and he replied, “Yeah- because…I don’t really know them that much. I
saw them at school a couple times, but I didn’t really talk to them.” Lisa added dimension to
Diego’s explanation when she explained her low- confidence in assigned group scenarios: “I
always feel like I’m doing something wrong. But I- even if I’m not, I always am like, ‘Oh my
gosh, am I doing this right?’” Lisa ended up earning an A in my class for each semester’s work,
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so this lack of confidence seemed misplaced to me, but it was clearly pervasive and all too real
for her.
Approach to Work
Students offered a few insights into how they have exerted agency as it has applied to the
approaches they had chosen to take in completing their work. Eva explained that her approach to
the persuasive research slides had led her to near completion, at the point when we discussed it.
She assured me, “Today I’m planning to turn in the slides. I’m almost halfway done with them.”
The projects we completed to conclude the semester (Persuasive Research Slideshow and
FlipGrid Book Talk) included checkpoints to keep students on pace and to offer feedback as we
moved through the stages of work together, so kids were allowed to determine their own
approaches to the work, and because late work penalties were nominal, even their own pacing.
As we started the research work, I helped students determine how they would approach their
research by again modeling my own. First, we all completed an Identity Inventory Chart, and I
started our work by showing them my own process. By organizing what we saw as important
aspects of ourselves and our own senses of identity, we narrowed our areas of focus. Then we
worked to narrow our focus even more with an assignment called Narrowing Your Research
Topic, and I modeled that for them as well.
It was important that I model both critical thinking skills and the willingness to share
myself, expressing vulnerability, because I was asking students to do the same. This was a longterm project (we worked on it for about four weeks), so it was critical for me to help kids
complete each step by modeling it myself; then they were allowed to determine their own
approach and pacing to finish the final slideshow to present their research. Eva’s final
presentation (Figure 6) came together nicely after she completed both preliminary assignments to
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determine her focus and logged her research question, bibliographies, and notes on the
Noodletools website (This is where we documented bibliographies and create notecards.). Unlike
all other participants, Eva chose only one subject area to explore in her research endeavors:
Figure 6
Eva's Persuasive Research: Topic Choice

Like Eva, Michael talked about approaching his work in a particular way that worked
well for him. He talked about how being allowed to determine how he approached his own
workflow allowed him to first determine where he wanted to end, and working backwards was
best for him. He said, “if I’d get where I wanted it to end, like I actually did the last slide first, so
I could work up to it.” Although longitudinal projects can be tricky because students may
procrastinate, there are clear benefits to affording kids chances to work in ways that are effective
and efficient, and that may uniquely apply to their own needs.
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Equity
Self-Selected Groups
Surprisingly, students had little to say about their abilities to achieve equity within the
confines of self-selected groups. Michael did assert that in this specific class, he had experienced
equitable work environments when he had been granted the chance to choose his own group
mates, but no other student made that claim. He stated, “This has been a really good class with
this type of stuff.” Instead, Diego said that when he had been allowed to work with his friends,
he had sought those whom he believed would carry their weight in efforts toward completing the
work, but he also said he had still been willing to work with them, even when they have refused
to do their part. He indicated that in one self-selected group activity, “someone didn’t really
finish the presentation, but I don’t think that’s, like, that bad.”
Because one criterion I applied when selecting participants was attention to schoolwork, I
was not surprised when participants provided commentary on their frustrations with chosen
group members producing poor efforts to complete the work. Michael talked about experiences
with this when he said, “me and another kid would carry the group. It’s frustrating when like you
have to do a lot of work. Sometimes it’s kind of annoying when like- you have a big assignment,
and they get credit for what you did? Especially if it’s like a good grade, too.” Most of his
exposure to these behaviors, however, had taken place in other classes throughout his day, not in
English Language Arts. His perceptions of group equity when he had been afforded choice,
though, remained insightful. While Diego expressed willingness to stay with his friends, even
when they refused to do the work, he admitted, “Sometimes the people that you’re comfortable
with also don’t…like…focus that much. Don’t do a lot of work or don’t contribute.” Diego
remained loyal to his friends, even though he identified their lack of commitment to the work
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explicitly. He and Eva both expressed similar loyalties, but Diego’s alliances were presented as
robust, while Eva seemed to see the distinct benefits of working with people to whom she was
assigned.
Assigned Groups
Participants had much to say about working in assigned groups. They identified
numerous benefits involved with working with new people, who may have varied experiences
and skills, in assigned groups. Diego provided insights into the work he did in assigned groups
both for the Personal Legend Gameboard assignment and the Persuasive Research Slideshow.
When he talked about playing his Personal Legend Gameboard with peers in assigned groups, he
said they, “...took turns like I was supposed to be.” Diego was a reserved student, who likely was
not aided by working in the online learning environment, but when I observed him engaging with
peers during Personal Legend Gameboard play, I heard him verbalizing far more frequently and
even laughing on occasion. He revealed a lot about his interests and values in his Personal
Legend Boardgame (Figures 7-8).
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Figure 7
Diego's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice

Figure 8
Diego's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice
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He also said that his meeting with assigned classmates to review persuasive research,
“...went pretty good,” and when I asked if everyone participated and shared their work, he
responded affirmatively. For his research project, he chose to study exercise and its impact on
human health, both mental and physical. When Diego was not engaged in physical activity, he
wanted to be learning about it, so that was his focus (Figures 9-10).
Figure 9
Diego's Research: First Topic Choice
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Figure 10
Diego's Research: Second Topic Choice

Lisa had similarly positive interactions in her assigned group who reviewed persuasive
research. She detailed their interactions, saying, “We all like made comments after each person
presented, and we said what we liked about it, and we kinda went over the sheet and said what
we put, and we asked our questions, so it felt pretty comfortable.” While Lisa expressed
persistent anxiety and feelings of being pressured throughout our interviews, in this
circumstance, she was thriving. She was vocal and showing her face (camera on) in both group
meetings about the research, taking what appeared to be a leadership role. She presented her
research to peers and set a positive example at once (Figures 11-12):
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Figure 11
Lisa's Research: First Topic Choice

Figure 12
Lisa's Research: Second Topic Choice
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Michael affirmed that equity took place in his assigned research groups as well when he
said, “...we actually worked really well together, even though I’d never met them before” and “In
this class it’s been good.” Students obviously felt that they worked in equitable circumstances
during assigned group work in this class.
The student participant who was most enthusiastic about working with assigned peers,
though, was Eva. She explained that in one assigned group, she had the chance to work with a
student whom she respected for work ethic, and she remarked, “it was kinda different cuz I had
Mary in there. She would like actually participate, and she would turn on her camera with me . . .
Yes, it went very well!” She additionally enjoyed an opportunity to help other students to feel
confident enough to share their work and explained how she dealt with a student who at first.
refused to present to the group.
Eva explained that after she asked him a few times to share what he had done, “...he went first,
and then he presented, asked us for some advice. He just showed us his notecards and then we
just read them, and everything was good.”
Perhaps the most insightful observation Eva offered, though, was about how she benefits
from working with students who speak English as a first language. “Cuz they would probably
know way more than what I do,” she said. She continued by saying, “Since, like, they know
more English than me. I feel like it would be more better for like, instruction. And like
understanding like if it’s a text. I think it would be better off if they read it instead if I read it.”
Unlike Diego, Eva was more than willing to depart from working with friends if it meant that she
could learn more English and earn a better grade. Although both Diego and Eva were attentive
students who demonstrated caring about their education, they also demonstrated varied priorities

113
for their own behaviors during the learning. While Eva’s desire to lean on native English
speakers may be assessed as inequitable, considering a diligent student like Eva, who was
explicitly goal-oriented, feelings of equity likely still occurred for all.
Challenges: Assigned Groups
When students talked about their general experiences in assigned groups, they discussed
those instances in terms of trust. For instance, Michael framed it this way: “I don’t know- if
someone doesn’t know who I am, they might not put my information in their project cuz they
might not think it’s good.” He felt that if his peers did not understand the high quality work he
was capable of producing, they may ignore his voice and input entirely. Eva explained it in
different terms, but ultimately the message was congruent with Michael's. If there is no
established trust among group members, undeveloped trust may inhibit interaction. Eva asserted
that, “...for the shy people I think it’s gonna be hard to them to get out there and to express like
their background and like their story and like everything.” She later described situations when
this had occurred in class, stating, “I’ve been in a group where nobody talks. NOBODY talks, so
what I just end up doing is finish the work and then see if there’s time left, and then try to make
them speak, but nobody responds to me, so it’s just like dead silence, and it’s weird.” Michael
and Eva highlighted the significant weight of trust and familiarity in collaborative work.
When students spoke specifically about their work in assigned groups in this class, they
expressed frustration with lack of equity and participation, which was no different than the
challenges they said they encountered in self-selected groups. Even though Eva appeared to be
quite vocal and well-liked by her peers, she encountered disappointing silence when she worked
in assigned groups. She explained that in one of her persuasive research groups, “They were all
quiet. Nobody wanted to talk.” She additionally mentioned that a student in her group who also
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spoke Spanish communicated to her that he had not done any of the work at all. She advised him
to, “talk to Ms. Reali,” but he said he was afraid. She tried to convince him by telling him, “Well
it’s like, safer than sorry.” In this case, because she and the student involved had a relationship
and spoke the same language, she was able to communicate with him about why he did not
present his work to the group. This made the experience less negative for her because she
seemed to enjoy advising her friend who happened to be included in her assigned group. She was
able to take a position of leadership with confidence because she shared native language with her
peer.
Lisa had the unfortunate experience of working with the same reluctant young man in
two different group scenarios, and she shared her frustrations about that during our interview.
First, she talked about how, “When we were sharing our personal gameboards, and actually
playing each other’s? He said he wasn’t comfortable sharing his gameboard he didn’t present it
or anything we kind of just like sat there in awkward silence for like twenty minutes.” When she
was asked to work with that same student again in a later group, she said, “it was like the last
time we worked with him, where with the Personal Legend Gameboard, we kinda just like sat
there in the end, trying to like talk, but it was weird.” She continued by saying, “he was in my
group again, and he wasn’t fully prepared. Um, so it was like kinda weird cuz he only shared one
fun fact with us about his topic.” She explained that she and the rest of the group even tried to
structure the meeting with enough time sparing for him to be included, and they allowed him to
go last, but the efforts of the group were still not enough to inspire him to action. Lisa explained,
“we all like did it-like- with time sparing, so that he could share his as well? He was just like,
‘Oh, I don’t feel comfortable doing it.’”
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It is worthwhile for me to explain how this reluctant participant ended up working with
Lisa twice. He was a student who struggled monumentally with social anxiety, and online
learning only exacerbated this problem. I was constantly making arrangements to try to make
him feel safe and comfortable, and Lisa is a notoriously kind, patient student. Although I was
thinking about doing whatever I had to do to help the young man in this scenario, I inadvertently
put added pressure on Lisa and her groups each time.
Challenges related to lack of familiarity with peers and inequitable contributions were
most prevalent in participants’ experiences with assigned groups. Related expressions of
discomfort and dissatisfaction, however, were mirrored in many ways when we discussed selfselected groups.
Technology Challenges
Resource Quality
Because this study was conducted in the context of a global pandemic, students were
engaged in distance learning throughout much of the semester. Due to these novel circumstances,
students often were unprepared to navigate the sometimes-complicated digital resources we were
using. Many did not have adequate Wi-Fi at home, so the district had to set up installation and
financing for numerous families. Some students had no device beyond a cell phone, so
computers also had to be distributed. This lag in addressing resource equity was costly for
innumerable kids at the school.
Diego was a student who was attempting home learning in a crowded, noisy home, where
there were regular disruptions, so once he acquired adequate resources, he still had to battle other
challenging circumstances at home as he tried to learn. I observed these disruptive incidents
when I entered his group meetings and saw him attempting to interact with peers, and I could
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hear them during our interviews. When I asked about one group meeting, Diego replied with, “I
couldn’t really hear anything. I think it was cuz I was using my phone for the Google Meet. I
typed in the chat that I couldn’t hear anything. So we were talking- so I talked to them through
typing.” When I asked why he had to use his phone for class, he explained that he, “had to leave
the room cuz we were- we were in the house, so we had to have- we had an emergency, so we
had to leave the house, and I couldn’t bring my computer with me, so I just took my phone.”
This helped me understand that my challenge in educating kids via distance learning was
monumental, and that there would be issues I could not mitigate for them, just as is the case
when we are physically at school together. Diego was a student who never employed his camera,
so I worked with him for an entire semester without ever seeing his face. He did not turn it on
during interviews either, but I said nothing to challenge him on this because I could see that he
was up against many obstacles, and he was doing his best.
Perhaps because he was aware of such circumstances that his peers had been
experiencing, Michael expressed forgiveness and gave his classmate the benefit of the doubt
when she did not join his group as expected. He reflected on this, and articulated that, “Early in
the year there was once instance, but I don’t even think she did it on purpose she actually like
lagged out cuz she just kinda didn’t come for the second day of meetings. She just didn’t come
on- she was in class, but then she didn’t come to our small group, so I didn’t know if she had WiFi problems or something.” I was interested in the fact that he chose to attribute her absence to
something that was out of her control, when I would have assumed she was deliberately
abstaining.
Abstinence was most likely in this case because students struggled monumentally in both
sophomore classes with reading analysis in self-selected groups. Neither class average on the
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active reading assignments from Jhumpa Lahiri’s (1999) Interpreter of Maladies exceeded 68%,
which was alarming for me and caused me to shift the nature of group collaboration. I realized,
due to how poorly kids performed on the active reading work, that group assignments needed to
shift to more creative, project-based collaboration.
Avoidance
Teens are consistently looking for ways to make their own rules, and distance learning
provided ample opportunity. It was far easier for kids to hide when they were not required to
show their faces during our initial foray into online learning. Eva commented on this, saying,
“...the virtual learning, like them not turning on the cameras, and then us being shy to turn them
on, too. Cuz when you’re in front of someone, obviously you’re not just gonna be like dead
silence.” She had also, unfortunately, been assigned to work with a reluctant young man in one
of her groups in this class. She told me that the young man tried to use his camera, but claimed it
would not work, “So I tried using mine,” she said. She said that the young man in question also
said his microphone was not working, but as Eva explained it, “two seconds later, it worked.”
She told me how she convinced him to participate when she said, “he was just quiet, but he
would answer the questions I would ask him. Then I asked him about his research cuz he was
kind of like, in the middle, like he wouldn’t tell me what it was? But he also wouldn’t tell me,
um, if he didn’t do it. So then I was like, ‘Well what’s your research about?’ And then from
there, we got him to present.” Just as Lisa did with a different young man altogether, Eva cajoled
her reluctant group member into sharing his work. As classmates used technology to evade
assignments and related interactions, Eva used it to connect with some of those same students in
meaningful ways.
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Lisa similarly utilized the technology, particularly camera use, to try to set an example
for peers who were reluctant to show their faces. When I asked her about her assigned group
meeting about persuasive research, she told me that only she showed their face in the group
meeting. “I was the only one. For most of it. I turned it off at the very end,” she said. She tried to
set the example, with hopes that peers would follow her lead, but gave up toward the end of class
when it became apparent they would not. In our next interview, I asked again about camera use,
and again she said she was the only student showing her face in the group meeting. Although I
shifted her group members, the interaction remained much the same.
Technology allowed us to continue to engage with one another throughout the pandemic
experience of the 2020-21 school year, but it also inhibited student and teacher engagement
significantly. Lisa explained that she did, “try to show my video as much as I can, to try to make
people feel more comfortable? But sometimes it just- I just don’t feel comfortable myself." As a
self-described anxious introvert, I knew that Lisa felt extremely uncomfortable in novel social
situations, so the fact that she employed her camera and tried to speak during every group
meeting was impressive. She did offer one clarifying detail that helped me understand certain
circumstances that may impact how much students engage when they are learning from a
distance. She said that she struggled to show her face and use her camera, “More when it’s like a
bigger group, but when it’s just three of us, I don’t really mind.”
Lisa captured the essence of technological engagement best when she reflected, “Without
them having like their cameras on, it was also like- kind of- weird a little bit? So it would be
different in that sense, if we were in the classroom- cuz we would all be able to- we’d be looking
at each other. Like actually talking to each other?” Her emphasis on looking at each other and
talking to each other was insightful and caused me to consider my own discomforts with
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engagement in the environment of distance learning. At one point during interviews, I revealed
my own struggles to engage when I admitted, “When I look out into the classroom and see no
faces, it’s definitely weird. It’s hard to teach to a buncha boxes.” It was the first time I had ever
taught a group of students for 18 weeks but would not recognize many of them if I passed them
in the hallway a semester later. That was painful for me.
Engagement
Curriculum
When students were allowed to exert choice over what they studied, they were more
engaged. Michael asserted, “It’s nice that I’m able to choose it, so I can learn about something
that might be like- actually important to me.” Though always a man of few words, Diego
provided this insight: “I choose by . . . what I like.” He explained that when he had been allowed
to study something he “liked,” he felt more interested. Eva was far more verbose and
exclamatory in our discussion of chosen curriculum. “The good thing is that we have choices,
right?” She posited, “Since we’re into the book . . . there’s more probability that I’m gonna read
it. I’m actually gonna be drawn into it and I’ll actually like finish it and be like enthusiastic about
it--Excited to keep on reading it.” She not only expressed investment in the subject matter, but
also excitement about interacting with it. Lisa likewise expressed excitement about her Personal
Legend Gameboard (Figure 15-16) when she said, “Sometimes I feel like I’m accomplishing
something if I’m telling people about what I want to do with my future… I have like a big future
ahead of me, especially since I wanna be a vet? I’m like, ‘Oh that’s a good thing.’”
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Figure 13
Lisa's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice

Figure 14
Lisa's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice
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Michael, however, focused mostly on breadth of choice when we discussed curriculum.
He said that he enjoyed having such broad variety of choices, but when such limitless choice was
applied to predicting his own future pathway with the Personal Legend Gameboard, he felt a bit
overwhelmed. He compared himself to peers who appeared to have had their future plans
arranged neatly and mused, "I know other people do? And they like have their whole career
planned out, and they try to achieve that." While this interaction and self-examination certainly
caused Michael to feel discomfort, he was, without a doubt, completely engaged with the
assignment.
Self-Selected Groups
Student engagement within self-selected groups hinged primarily upon familiarity and
comfort with peers. Michael said that he and another student in the class had known each other
since the previous school year and shared a lunch together last year. He explained, “We talked a
lot, obviously, and I know his strengths. He knows my strengths.” The familiarity with and
knowledge of his friend, and vice-versa, created a sense of comfort and trust. Likewise, Eva told
me that she chose based on shared language and pasts when she said, “If we get to choose, then I
first go to the people who, like, speak Spanish cuz I feel more comfortable, and then usually,
everybody from Anon High that are like, Latino or Mexican, we all know each other. I know
them from, uh- in elementary and middle school.” She illuminated even further, saying, “Since
we all, like, mostly speak Spanish. There’s some points that we don’t get, and then we try
translating them, and then we get even more confused. So we just try figuring it out. if we finish
early, then we just get a little bit off task, and then just talk about the weekend or something.”
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Although she admitted that she and her friends find themselves veering off task at times,
she expressed engagement with both the subject matter of early meeting about the Personal
Legend Gameboard (Figures 15-16) because she was excited to share her future, language
acquisition, and her community.
Figure 15
Eva's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice
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Figure 16
Eva's Personal Legend Gameboard: Academic Choice

Every student who talked about being engaged with curriculum and/or peers spoke of
exerting voice with confidence, and Diego was no exception. He simply stated that he liked
being able to, “share out your opinion.”
Assigned Groups
Some of the student participants saw clearly positive incentives in working with assigned
partners in class. Michael, for instance, mentioned that he enjoyed meeting Monica, a Latina
student in the class who frequently embraced leadership roles within groups, whether assigned or
self-selected. It was, “nice to meet people like Monica who’s- who I didn’t even know she was
like that energetic and super nice. I just I didn’t really talk to her ever.” Michael collaborated
with Monica regarding the Personal Legend Gameboard, and the group of three appeared to be
having a great time every time I observed. Alex, a Latino student who Michael said he had
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known since elementary school but explained that because they grew up and into different friend
groups, they had not talked much since middle school. “Alex and I have been in the same school
since elementary school?” He explained, “He’s really cool, and he is really nice all the time. We
used to play football in elementary and stuff.” It was apparent to me that they were enjoying the
chance to reconnect, as Monica led the group through playing their Personal Legend
Gameboards. Michael recalled it similarly, as he said that the group was, “just feeding good
energy off of each other, felt like- like Monica was havin fun, and we were joking.” I
acknowledged what I had seen during our interviews as well, saying, “when I came in, it seemed
like you guys were really havin a good time, and everybody was really comfortable,” and, “I
loved what I saw when I came into your group. That was one of my favorites to see.” Indeed, the
group was vibrant and lively, which was incredibly rare during virtual learning.
Eva, who usually demonstrated confidence, told me, “I’m comfortable speaking to
anybody, even if I don’t know the person or anything,” but she was rare. More often, kids were
reluctant to speak up and exert their voices in groups of peers whom they do not know well.
Diego was one of those students. He told me that when he worked with assigned groups in my
class, “It was kinda hard to like express- like- ideas and all…yeah, and facts.” While Diego was
an intelligent student, he did not consistently exude intellectual confidence. He was quiet even
during our interviews, so I was not surprised to learn that he lacked confidence to speak in
assigned groups.
Review and Preview
Chapter IV: Findings included detailed interview responses from all four student
participants about their perceptions of their experiences with agency in their tenth grade English
Language Arts class. All participants expressed favorable sentiments overall when they
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discussed being allowed to choose the subject matter they studied. While some were a bit
overwhelmed at times by the sheer volume of choices they were allowed to explore, they all
uniformly said they enjoyed their academic work more when they chose the direction and shape
it took. All students said they liked working with friends whenever they could, but most student
participants admitted that they experienced both social and academic gains when I assigned their
group members.
While all students expressed enjoyment and engagement when describing how they
experienced the curricula and interactions with peers in self-selected groups, most indicated that
workload was inequitably distributed when they chose to work with friends. Students said they
experienced gains in achievement, engagement, and equity when heterogenous groups were
assigned.
The concluding Chapter Five: Discussion situates the research findings within relevant
research, explores implications, limitations, and directions for future research.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Overview
This study addresses gaps in the literature regarding student agency in the context of
virtual learning, during a global pandemic. While much about this study was novel, some
elements were commonplace to traditional classrooms in American public schools. Students
engage in innumerable interactions throughout each school day, and consequential meaning lies
within each of those interactions; this was a study of students’ interactions with agency as it
applied to curricular choice, pacing and organization of workflow, group member choice, each
other, and the instructor: me. Pierre Bourdieu (1977) asserted that interactions that we experience
as interpersonal are never simply between individuals because “The truth of that interaction is
never entirely contained in that interaction” (p. 81). The findings of this study reveal some of the
truths behind the many complex interactions between sophomore English Language Arts
students and their learning environments during the fall semester of the 2020-21 school year.
Agency is generally defined as the will and ability of a person to act (Gao, 2010).
According to Mercer (2011), when learners are afforded agency and allowed to determine the
shape of their learning environments, they are more likely to have the tools they need to engage
in independent knowledge acquisition. When students are allowed to exercise agency in
determining their own learning goals, they face obstacles that often inspire them to engage more
broadly as agents of change (Zepke, 2017). In fact, Zepke (2017) viewed engagement
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metaphorically, as “a prism through which we can discover diverse understandings of what can
lead to effective learning and teaching” (p. 8). Agency and engagement appear to rely on each
other to exist in student learning, as observed in this study.
Stenhouse (1979) was one of the earliest supporters of case study in education research,
and his support was partly predicated on his belief that case study was verifiable, and therefore,
could ultimately produce reliable and valid findings. I employed case study framework to study
student agency as it applied to the following: curricula, group members, and approach to work
completion. I examined student agency as it overlapped with engagement, equitable access, and
equitable group contribution. Through analysis of questionnaire response, student work
completion, academic achievement, behaviors in groups, and personal interview responses, I
examined what students considered when exerting agency, how they applied agency when given
the opportunity, how those choices impacted perceptions of equitable peer treatment and work
contribution, and how their choices impacted engagement with coursework.
I explored the following research questions:
Q1

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of
being regularly asked to make choices about what and how they learn?

Q2

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of the
efficacy of assigned, mixed-ability grouping?

Q3

In what ways is student engagement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping,
and how is that different from self-selected grouping?

Q4

In what ways is student achievement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping
in a sophomore Language Arts class

Applied Care
Throughout my teaching career that has now spanned 21 years, I have prioritized gestures
of care toward students and colleagues, but circumstances of COVID19 caused me to re-examine
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how I had been engaging with acts of care. I realized that I would now have to live and embody
and ethic of care instead, one that pervaded all I did, because the need had become far more
ubiquitous. This awareness caused me to model every assignment by doing it myself, and in
doing so, I revealed details from my personal life that connected me with students in ways that I
hoped would make them feel safe to take risks in their own learning. Because we were not in the
building together, we also lost opportunities for spontaneous sharing and interaction, so I made
deliberate efforts to share those organic aspects of life via distance learning.
While I have always tried to apply caring when I conduct my business with kids in the
classroom, through this work, I learned to undergird everything I did, from planning to
assessment, with an ethic of care. Noddings (2013) argued that teachers are not simply
“texbooklike” resources from which students derive knowledge . . . or not. She suggested that
educators start with caring instead of pedagogy, and then “see what form caring takes in the
teaching function” (p. 70). Teaching during COVID19 forced me to reflect and realize that
because I had become worried about dealing with combative parents, I had become apprehensive
and reluctant to connect with students as I once had. It became obvious to me that my handling
of students had become too formulaic and, as Noddings (2013) pointed out, “When this attitude
is missed, the one who is the object of caretaking feels like an object” (p. 64). Kids were craving
human connection so saliently during the pandemic and consequential distance learning, that I
noticed learning and academic achievement waning in its absence. This renewed awareness
reinvigorated my attention to not simply engaging in acts of caring but interacting with the world
around me with an ethic of caring. As Noddings (2013) says, “especially, as one-caring I have a
special obligation to maintain and enhance the ethical ideal of the cared-for” (p. 113). Lengthy
tenures in public education can exhaust and turn educators away from practices that require so
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much investment, but an ethic of caring is prerequisite to enduring learning, so it is necessary for
pedagogy to be as effective as we want it to be.
My efforts to meet students where they were, “accept, embrace, lead [them] upward,” and
“sympathize” with the monumental challenges they were facing, were effective in forging lasting
relationships (Noddings, 2013, p. 67). I witnessed, even in the context of distance learning and
quarantine, that students felt freedom to respond authentically, as themselves, and pursue what
they were interested in without feeling restrained by fear or anxiety (Noddings, 2013). When I
asked them to make choices about what they would learn, how they would learn, or with whom
they would complete the work and learning, they enjoyed having the chance to choose the
content because it reflected something about their own values and interests. By engaging kids in
groups frequently and asking them to choose their learning pathways regularly, I tried to create
an environment where they felt a sense of community and self-worth. Tinto (1987) argued that a
“key concept is that of educational community and the capacity of institutions to establish
supportive social and academic communities, especially in the classroom, that actively involve
all students as equal members” (p. 73). Particularly in times of isolation, facilitating an
educational community was valuable and necessary, but also challenging in unprecedented ways.
It was difficult during such unprecedented circumstances to determine where boundaries
should be and how they should be enforced. Kindness and caring were of paramount concern,
but as Noddings (2013) stated, “the one-caring need not lead to permissiveness nor to an
abdication of responsibility for conduct and achievement” (pp. 59-60). I was careful to maintain
my usually rigorous academic standards, but I was also sure to leave room for extra time and
instruction. Marzano (2003) identified one school-level factor that contributes most significantly
to academic achievement: the tandem of time and access to rigorous curriculum. School-level
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factors are defined as those features that can be altered without sizable resource inflation.
Teachers bear the burden of choosing what Noddings (2013) calls “significant tasks in
significant situations,” and they must work diligently to arrange students' academic worlds so
that they are consistently facing such challenges (p. 63). Brunzell et al. (2019) explained the
phenomenology of full engagement as clearly stated goals, complete immersion, enthusiastic
focus, ability-matched tasks, and expedient feedback. Gratefully, in this adjusted learning
environment, I was able to individualize instruction more effectively than usual and grade
assessments quickly; teachers split the usual five classes between fall and spring, so I was only
teaching three classes in the fall. As Brunzell et al. (2019) suggested, I applied a growth mindset
and that allowed me to consider the efforts kids were making and acknowledge every step
students took toward mastery of academic standards. This clearly afforded kids confidence to
take risks and make choices in their own learning, particularly in choosing what and how to
study.
Findings
While the COVID19 pandemic and subsequent distance learning caused novel
complications in the 2020-21 school year’s learning endeavors across the United States, Care
Theory remained the backbone of my classroom, and in fact, became an even more salient factor
in my practice. I learned through this work with my students to apply an ethic of care, rather than
just engage in acts of caring. This allowed me to create an even more inclusive, safe environment
for students when many were perhaps more vulnerable as learners than ever before. Students
applied agency to what they studied, how they chose to discuss it, how they approached
completing academic tasks, and with whom they worked in collaborative group activities. While
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equity was an issue within self-selected and group contexts, students were patient and forgiving
with one another.
Student Curricular Agency
Q1

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of
being regularly asked to make choices about what and how they learn?

Overwhelmingly, student participants spoke positively of their opportunities to choose
what they studied in tenth grade English Language Arts class. While breadth of choice was a
minor challenge for students, they expressed deep levels of engagement and enjoyment when
they were allowed to research and explore topics that were important and interesting to them. All
participants reported more committed investment to the academic work when they were afforded
chances to find out more about issues that impacted them uniquely. Additionally, student
participants enjoyed choosing how to approach their workflow when they were allowed an
extended amount of time to approach task completion for significant projects. They all reported
using these options to leverage learning and engagement.
Students uniformly said that they were most engaged when they were afforded the chance
to choose what they study. Diego, for instance, said when he was allowed to study something he
“like[d],” he was most interested and invested. Michael echoed that sentiment, saying, “It’s nice
that I’m able to choose it, so I can learn about something that might be like- actually important to
me.” Eva went further, saying she was “excited” when she was allowed to choose what she read.
She clarified, stating, “The good thing is that we have choices, right? Since we’re into the book .
. . there’s more probability that I’m gonna read it. I’m actually gonna be drawn into it and I’ll
actually like finish it and be like enthusiastic about it--Excited to keep on reading it.” Likewise,
Lisa was enthusiastic about sharing personal details about her life with peers during the Personal
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Legend Gameboard activity: “I have like a big future ahead of me . . . especially since I wanna
be a vet . . . that’s a good thing. I need to tell people that I wanna do that... Sometimes I feel like
I’m accomplishing something if I’m telling people about what I want to do with my future… I
have like a big future ahead of me, especially since I wanna be a vet? I’m like, ‘Oh that’s a good
thing.’” Although all participants said they felt most engaged when they chose what they studied,
some also said they felt overwhelmed when they were asked to choose for themselves.
While I did limit choices to make them more manageable for kids, some students still
reported feeling anxious about making choices about what they studied. Diego expressed this by
saying, ““There's a lot of options, and . . . sometimes it's hard to pick.” Michael, however, said
he felt anxious about comparing his choices to those of his peers. When he was asked to project
his future life during the Personal Legend Gameboard activity, he felt self-conscious and
uncertain about how to determine what his future life would look like, especially when his peers
seemed surer than he: "I know other people do? And they like have their whole career planned
out, and they try to achieve that." Given how positively most students viewed choosing their own
areas of study, though, these sparse comments expressing anxiety about choosing appeared to be
somewhat muted.
Although teachers generally must demand a certain amount of behavioral compliance
from students, often due to swelled class sizes and the corresponding need to create a fruitful
learning environment, such constraints may diminish the freedom students feel to respond and
interact (Noddings, 2013). Even when students are allowed to exercise some level of agency in
the learning environment, exertion of that agency is never promised. If students are to believe
that their choices matter in the classroom environment, they must be offered choice regarding
what they learn, as well as how they learn it. Curriculum choice is integral to sending kids the
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consistent message that their preferences, voices, and needs matter (Manyukhina & Wyse, 2019).
If the instructor produces only rigidly determined curriculum, with no latitude for students to
exert creativity, students struggle to perceive themselves, and their own abilities to direct their
own learning, positively. Zepke (2017) made the important point that, “Social and cultural
capital grows when students feel they can negotiate, be accepted, enjoy constructive relationships
with others, feel they have strengths they can contribute to the mainstream” (pp. 41-42). Learner
centered curriculum is set apart from knowledge-based and skill-oriented models, due to its
explicit intent to be rooted in more profound educational goals like complete human
development and commitment to life-long learning. As we talked about students’ lives, goals,
and how they would apply what they chose to learn pragmatically in their lives, they
demonstrated increased engagement and correlated achievement.
The messages instructor-chosen curricula send impact students’ affective and intellectual
development alike, which, in turn, helps them determine who they are as individuals and in the
world at large, as well as their abilities to determine their own opportunities in learning and life
(Manyukhina & Wyse, 2019). Furthermore, when students are allowed to advise curriculum
construction, they have been shown to improve academically (Rudduck & Flutter, 2000). Since
those who were cared for, as Noddings (2013) put it, helped create the projects we ended up
completing together, they were unlikely to feel confused about my standards or feel alone in their
learning. When I made it a point to send kids the salient message that their choices mattered,
they became more deeply invested in weighing in with their impressions either verbally during
class, or via questionnaire. Because choices over curricula impact students so profoundly, it is
necessary to allow them voice in that area of their educational lives.
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Student Agency: Assigned
Grouping and Equity
Q2

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of the
efficacy of assigned, mixed-ability grouping?

While I am always compelled to employ group work as a way of completing academic
tasks, during the 2020-21 fall semester, I felt particularly compelled. There were pervasive
concerns about kids becoming depressed and socially disconnected due to recurring quarantines
and circumstances of distance learning, so even through online learning, it was an important
priority to facilitate healthy peer-connected learning experiences for students. I started by
allowing kids to work with peers who were comfortable for them, and as we acclimated to the
new normal of pandemic learning, I assigned groups so that students could be exposed to peers
with varying backgrounds and abilities.
Crotty (1998) asserted that, “all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such,
is contingent upon human practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human
beings and their world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p.
42). If anything, the pandemic accentuated the fact that students need to work with peers to fully
experience education. Social interaction is necessary in every educational environment, so even
in the context of distance learning, students worked in groups on a weekly basis.
Inevitably, whether in person or online, there will be students who express reluctance to
work in groups, whether assigned or self-selected. They often say they work better alone and
have no need to work with peers; they may even say that peers are not as capable, so they would
rather work alone. I combated this by reminding students how great it would be to lighten their
workloads by sharing it with classmates in groups. By making the benefit of working in groups
and the criteria needed to earn credit explicitly clear, I was able to earn significant buy-in from
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students (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). I assigned specific roles and accentuated the lighter
workloads and opportunities for social connection to get the kids excited, or at least invested.
When I asked students about whether peers had participated as they should have during
work in assigned groups, there was some affirmative commentary. Michael, for instance, said,
“This has been a really good class with this type of stuff.” Similarly, Diego said participation in
assigned groups “went pretty good.” Diego later indicated that his group had, “took turns like I
was supposed to be,” which caused me to ponder the nature of his word choice. He seemed to be
concerned that I was asking questions about who participated, so that I could hold those students
accountable who reportedly did not. I repeatedly assured him that his answers would always
remain confidential, and I would not reprimand any of his classmates because of anything he
shared with me.
Basic group work skills were likely lacking in students when we attempted online group
meetings in the fall of 2020. They had not been in a classroom since March, and then we were
attempting to do collaborative group work in online groups six months later. It was important
that I cover what I expected during group work, and what work would be due upon each group
meeting's conclusion (Roberts & McInnerney, 2007). Already online group work was
challenging in new ways for students, so I wanted to avoid exposing them to a traumatic group
work experience by making guidelines and expectations clear with assigned roles and assessment
rubrics. This helped kids understand what each person needed to do within the confines of group
work to earn credit. They did achieve at higher rates on group assignments that were project
based and included many check-ins and mini deadlines.
While Roberts and McInnerney (2007) indicated that groups are most easily selected in
online learning environments, I did not experience that to be true during our foray into distance
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learning. All the same anxieties that existed in the physical classroom seemed to exist and
become magnified in intensity when we tried to select group members in the online learning
environment. Kids who knew friends had no problem selecting them immediately, when given
the opportunity, but those who did not have the benefit of familiarity hung around and waited for
me to choose for them, exactly as it occurred in the physical classroom. Roberts & McInnerney
(2007) suggested assigning heterogeneous groups to alleviate the social pressures associated with
choosing groups members, and I found that worked much better for students in every way. In
assigned, heterogenous groups, students experienced academic and social success, whereas in
self-selected groups, that tended to be almost exclusively homogeneous, academic achievement
was far less consistent, and students were left in isolation to be assigned to groups.
In assigned groups, issues of equity most commonly arose when students remained silent,
with cameras off. They sometimes claimed their technology was malfunctioning when it was
apparent they were simply evading collaboration. Distance learning, in fact, encouraged
exaggerated evasive behaviors because it was easier to escape immediate accountability. As the
teacher, I could only visit one electronic breakout room at once, so it often took me half of a
class period to circulate through every breakout room. This provided ample opportunity for free
riders to take advantage. Lisa explained, “Without them having like their cameras on, it was also
like- kind of- weird a little bit? So it would be different in that sense, if we were in the
classroom- cuz we would all be able to- we’d be looking at each other. Like actually talking to
each other?” She further stated that she was often the only student to turn on their camera during
group work, but that eventually, even she gave up and turned off her camera: “I was the only
one. For most of it. I turned it off at the very end.” Eva told a story about a group member who
used technology to evade participation when she disclosed that he refused to turn on his camera,
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claiming his would not work, “So I tried using mine,” she said. Then she added, with clear
sarcasm in her tone, “Two seconds later, it worked.” She understood that he was being dishonest,
but she also understood why he may have been reluctant, stating, “...the virtual learning, like
them not turning on the cameras, and then us being shy to turn them on, too. Cuz when you’re in
front of someone, obviously you’re not just gonna be like dead silence.”
Kerr and Bruun (1983) cited the free-rider effect as the most frequent disrupter of group
work. The free-rider effect occurs when a student does less work than is expected and diminishes
the collaborative capacity of the group. Individualized production and assessment may need to be
employed when this takes place, or students should be assigned specific roles so that individual
contributions can be clearly ascertained. Goodwin et al. (2001) found that when students knew
their online group work would be assessed, social loafing was, in fact, reduced, but some
students still chose to abstain from participation, even when their grades suffered as a result.
Because students were able to disappear so easily in the environment of distance learning,
and immediate accountability was far more difficult to facilitate than in the physical learning
space, free riding and loafing were prevalent. Chidambaram and Tung (2005) argued that when
group members are not co-located physically, more social loafing occurs in the context of group
work than when group members work together in person. It was important when assigning
groups, that I was aware of who might loaf and who might allow it without alerting me. Since I
could not watch students working organically and unobtrusively, I had to calculate instructional
steps far more carefully, particularly when assigning groups. While I always want to place
students who are high achievers with those who struggle and could use a boost, I had to be wary
of placing what Kerr & Bruun (1983) called suckers in groups with those who may take
advantage.
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Michael was explicit regarding his feelings for about peers who had not contributed to
group work in the past when he expressed, “It’s frustrating when like you have to do a lot of
work. Sometimes it’s kind of annoying when like- you have a big assignment, and they get credit
for what you did? Especially if it’s like a good grade, too.” Most student participants articulated
such frustrations about peers who refused to participate in group activities in this sophomore
English Language Arts class. There was one student who was afraid to speak in front of
classmates, so I was always careful to place him in groups with students I knew were kind and
patient. I realized that I was doing this broadly, with every student who struggled to speak in
front of others. That meant I inadvertently stuck the most caring kids in the class with suckers, as
Kerr & Bruun (1983) would label them, and Lisa was one of the kids I heaped with this burden.
She told me that in one of the earliest group meetings, “We all like did it-like- with time sparing,
so that he could share his as well? He was just like, ‘Oh, I don’t feel comfortable doing it.’” Then
she told me she worked with the exact same student in a later group activity, and this happened:
When we were sharing our personal gameboards, and actually playing each other’s? He
said he wasn’t comfortable sharing his gameboard he didn’t present it or anything we kind
of just like sat there in awkward silence for like twenty minutes...it was like the last time
we worked with him, where with the Personal Legend Gameboard, we kinda just like sat
there in the end, trying to like talk, but it was weird...He was in my group again, and he
wasn’t fully prepared. Um, so it was like kinda weird cuz he only shared one fun fact with
us about his topic.
Eva told a story of cajoling as well when she said, “They were all quiet. Nobody wanted
to talk. Nobody answered...I was like, ‘Well who wants to go first?’ And then nobody answered,
and I was like, ‘Ok then, I’ll just go first.’” She continued by telling me how she intervened with
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two boys in her groups to try and convince them to participate. She said of one boy, “He was just
quiet, but he would answer the questions I would ask him. Then I asked him about his research
cuz he was kind of like, in the middle, like he wouldn’t tell me what it was? But he also wouldn’t
tell me, um, if he didn’t do it. So then I was like, ‘Well what’s your research about?’ And then
from there, we got him to present.” With a Spanish speaking friend who happened to be grouped
with her randomly, he confided in her that he had done none of the work at all. She told him to,
“Talk to Ms. Reali,” and reminded him, “Well it’s like, safer than sorry.” Even though she was
obviously comfortable helping others and taking leadership roles in her groups, she did
acknowledge that, “I’ve been in a group where nobody talks. NOBODY talks, so what I just end
up doing is finish the work and then see if there’s time left, and then try to make them speak, but
nobody responds to me, so it’s just like dead silence, and it’s weird.” It became evident through
direct observations of group work and listening to students tell me stories of peers who abstained
from participation, that it is incumbent upon teachers to purposefully pull participation out of
students within the confines of small and larger group activities.
As I witnessed students’ reluctance to use their voices, it was significant that I consider
how reluctant students would be to ask questions and advocate for their learning needs when I
assigned academic tasks. If I assigned something that was too difficult, many would simply not
do the work and take the loss; if I assigned something that was not challenging enough, many
would become disengaged and perhaps also not completed the work. To evoke what Noddings
(2013) calls, “effectance motivation,” the task at hand must be, “within the optimal range” (p.
63). Otherwise, students are likely to become frustrated and may attempt to avoid the work
altogether. In the same vein, academic tasks must not be contrived to be overly simplistic
because students are likely to become bored. Students often do assignments simply to get the
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over with when teachers do not understand how to gauge appropriate levels of access and
understanding (Noddings, 2013). One major obstacle in addressing task difficulty was the widely
variant reading levels of students in each class, with some on the extremely low end of the
spectrum. When students' reading levels do not match those of the readings in online learning
materials, they experience substantial loss of motivation and engagement, so I constantly had to
calibrate and recalibrate group instructional materials throughout the semester (Heinrich et al.,
2019). These calculations were made carefully and consistently to ensure equity in group work
scenarios, whether self-selected or assigned.
Online forums for discussion can be monumentally beneficial for students and a way to
ensure equitable participation in groups. Once students have had the chance to engage in
discussion with peers, tutors, and teachers through online forums, they can think offline and
process before interacting further. Students can achieve understanding of complex materials and
engage with various stakeholders through online forums like discussion boards (Hülsmann,
2009). Tools like discussion boards can optimize participation of group members who want a bit
more time to process posts and responses to peers, and even encourage what Oliver and Shaw
(2003) referred to as lurkers: students who hang around the digital learning spaces to observe to
determine whether participating holds enough value for them to join. I utilized discussion boards
more and more as the semester progressed because it was one way of ensuring that student
participation was transparent, so student agency, whether positive or negative, was easier to see.
It was yet another data point to reinforce what I already knew via active observation of group
work. Students who did not participate actively in group work on a regular basis were more
likely to participate in discussion board activities, but their participation in that space was also
minimal in comparison to peers.
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It is important to acknowledge that there was lack of access to stable learning
environments, reliable Wi-Fi, and computers in the homes of many students that caused lack of
participation in group activities. Diego talked about a time when he and his family “had to leave
the room cuz we were- we were in the house, so we had to have- we had an emergency, so we
had to leave the house, and I couldn’t bring my computer with me, so I just took my phone.”
This meant he was forced to participate with his phone as his only learning resource, during a
family emergency. He explained, “I couldn’t really hear anything. I think it was cuz I was using
my phone for the Google Meet. I typed in the chat that I couldn’t hear anything. So we were
talking- so I talked to them through typing.” He was notably nervous to tell me about this lapse
in participation, but I assured him once again that nothing he shared during our interviews would
ever be used against him.
Student Agency: Assigned
Grouping and Engagement
Q2

What are the perceptions of high school sophomore Language Arts students of the
efficacy of assigned, mixed-ability grouping?

Student participants offered salient insights regarding what they viewed positively about
working with assigned peers in groups. Some highlighted opportunities to meet new people and
reconnect with old friends as aspects of assigned grouping they appreciated. Michael, for
instance, reflected in the early stages oof our interviews about how he met his best friend when
he was an isolated middle schooler, when he said, “I was like with no one I knew in my lunch,
but I figured it out. I mean I met my best friend . . . So it’s kind of shown me that I shouldn’t
just try to confine myself to people I already know because I’m just gonna have three friends for
the rest of my life.” He also said he liked having the chance to reconnect with a Latino student in
the class with whom he used to play football in middle school; since high school, though, the two
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have separated into different groups of friends, so they frequently passed each other in the
hallways without even saying hello. “Alex and I have been in the same school since elementary
school?” He explained, “He’s really cool, and he is really nice all the time. We used to play
football in elementary and stuff.” Because he just happened to be placed in an assigned group
with his old friend, he had the chance to revisit his friendship with Alex.
Having the opportunity to meet new people and establish new friendships was a positive
for most student participants. Eva, who was by far the most openly social student in the group of
participants, said, “I’m comfortable speaking to anybody, even if I don’t know the person or
anything.” She was excited, not simply comfortable, based on my observations of her
interactions during group work. She seized opportunities to not just interact, but lead, on
numerous occasions. Diego, a much quieter student than Eva, talked about seeing his peers
around school, but never speaking to them or knowing them at all until he was assigned to work
with them in this sophomore English class, “Yeah- because…I don’t really know them that
much. I saw them at school a couple times, but I didn’t really talk to them.” Michael added
positive dimension to Diego’s statement when he spoke of how pleasantly surprised he had been
to learn how fun his previously unknown classmate was work with when he explained how it
was “nice to meet people like Monica who’s- who I didn’t even know she was like that energetic
and super nice. I just I didn’t really talk to her ever.” Clearly students experienced connection
and revelation when they were assigned unfamiliar group members to work with.
Similarly, students reported engagement with peers and academic content when they
worked in assigned groups. Lisa, who reported pervasive feelings of isolation in a variety of
learning environments, said, “We all like made comments after each person presented, and we
said what we liked about it, and we kinda went over the sheet and said what we put, and we
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asked our questions, so it felt pretty comfortable.” Eva was even more enthusiastic about her
appraisal when she told me how much she enjoyed working with a student she normally did not
choose for groups on her own, “It was kinda different cuz I had Mary in there. She would like
actually participate, and she would turn on her camera with me . . . Yes, it went very well!”
Michael agreed in his assessment of how it went with his assigned groups: “We actually worked
really well together, even though I’d never met them before” and “In this class it’s been good.”
He continued by explaining how he and his group members were “just feeding good energy off
of each other, felt like- like Monica was havin fun, and we were joking.” While students were
reluctant to choose unfamiliar peers to work with, they reported feelings of enjoyment and
engagement when they were assigned to work with those students.
Student participants also talked about taking risks and assuming positions of leadership
within assigned groups. Michael said once he garners enough courage to break uncomfortable
silences, “It starts to feel a lot better.” Eva explicated a time when she was working with an
assigned peer who was reluctant to participate, but once she encouraged him, he was able to
share his work: “He went first, and then he presented, asked us for some advice. He just showed
us his notecards and then we just read them, and everything was good.” While most of what
students articulated about assigned grouping was affirmative, they additionally shared some of
the difficulties they experienced when they attempted to engage in assigned groups.
Even though some students said they liked when I removed the pressure of having them
choose peers to work with for themselves, many expressed reluctances to communicate with
people they did not know well. Lisa said it was “nerve wracking” to choose on her own and that
it is “less pressure” when I assign group members. She plainly stated, ““I like it better when you
choose our partners . . . I don't have that pressure.” Later, though, she explained, “I always feel
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like I’m doing something wrong. But I- even if I’m not, I always am like, ‘Oh my gosh, am I
doing this right?’” Even though I alleviated pressure for her by choosing her group members for
her, she still felt significant anxiety when it was time for her to contribute her ideas within those
groups. Likewise, she talked about feeling anxious about showing her face and turning on her
camera during our virtual class meetings, both in the large group, and in the smaller groups she
had been assigned. She said, “I try to show my video as much as I can, to try to make people feel
more comfortable . . . But sometimes it just- I just don’t feel comfortable myself,” and added
that she struggled to turn her camera on, “More when it’s like a bigger group, but when it’s just
three of us, I don’t really mind.” Although it was uncomfortable for her, Lisa often was one of
few students who employed an open camera during whole class instruction or in small groups.
Eva addressed the need to comply with my demands as the teacher when she posed the question,
“If the teacher picks the group, then we have to go, right?”
Even though all student participants complied with my requests within assigned groups,
they sometimes reported feelings of discomfort with expressing themselves in those assigned
groups. Eva stated that when I assign groups, “It would be a little harder to communicate with
someone who you're not used to being around.” Diego agreed when he explained, “It was kinda
hard to like express- like- ideas and all…yeah, and facts,” and that he found it difficult to, “share
out your opinion.” I was intrigued to notice that only the Latino/a participants expressed feelings
of uneasiness about using their voices in assigned groups.
Student Agency: Self-Selected
Grouping and Engagement
Q3

In what ways is student engagement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping,
and how is that different from self-selected grouping?
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When students chose their own group members, the one notable benefit was that they
were comfortable in spaces where values and background experiences were shared. These shared
understandings of the world create social capital, according to Putnam (2000). According to
Bourdieu and Passeron (1990), cultural capital is comprised of material possessions, talents,
dialects, and preferences that we accrue as members of certain social classes. When we share
cultural capital with others, we experience a sort of collective identity. This was of comfort to
kids during the physical separation of online learning.
Eva explained why she chose group members as she did when she said, “If we get to
choose, then I first go to the people who, like, speak Spanish cuz I feel more comfortable, and
then usually, everybody from Anon High that are like, Latino or Mexican, we all know each
other. I know them from, uh- in elementary and middle school...We all, like, mostly speak
Spanish . . . everybody from Anon High that are like, Latino or Mexican, we all know each other
. . . since Pre-K.” Whereas Eva chose based on cultural and linguistic connection, Michael chose
based on intellectual trust. He explained, “When I work with people I know, I don’t feel like as
nervous about like talking or like putting my opinion out there cuz I already know they know
things about me...We talked a lot, obviously, and I know his strengths. He knows my strengths.”
He seemed to like having established familiarity and trust most when he chooses peers for group
work.
Student Agency: Self-Selected
Grouping and Equity
Q3

In what ways is student engagement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping,
and how is that different from self-selected grouping?

Equitable contributions to group work, however, were sporadic, as is usually the case,
and challenges in achieving equity were present no matter if groups were self-selected or
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assigned. In self-selected groups, participants reported persistent distraction, like talking about
weekend activities or personal issues, which seemed to stand in the way of work completion.
I noticed that when equitable contributions to the work did not exist in self-selected groups,
students were protective of their peers and reluctant to assign blame to them punitively. Michael
told me this story about his chosen group member: “Early in the year there was once instance,
but I don’t even think she did it on purpose she actually like lagged out cuz she just kinda didn’t
come for the second day of meetings. She just didn’t come on- she was in class, but then she
didn’t come to our small group, so I didn’t know if she had Wi-Fi problems or something.”
Likewise, Diego was honest about the fact that, “Sometimes the people that you’re comfortable
with also don’t…like…focus that much. Don’t do a lot of work or don’t contribute,” but he was
careful to tell me he, “could [still] work with them.” He prioritized comfort with peers over task
completion every time I offered the opportunity, but simultaneously exhibited investment in
academic achievement.
Self-Selected vs. Assigned Grouping
and Academic Achievement
Q4

In what ways is student achievement affected by assigned, mixed ability grouping
in a sophomore Language Arts class?

Because the student participants I chose for this study were all regular attenders and
obviously invested in academic achievement, when they worked in assigned groups, there was
no dip in their work production or grades. Anglo participants reported lower anxiety and sense of
pressure when group members were assigned, in fact, which helped them settle into groups and
think more clearly as tasks began. Michael talked about how “weird” it is when has to choose in
classes where he knows no one. He added that he is “kind of a nervous guy.” Lisa’s anxiety
about choosing peers to work with was even more pronounced. She stated, “I get the pressure . . .
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having to choose someone, and I'm like, ‘Oh, my gosh, I don't know if this person wants to be
partners with me. I don't know if I'm comfortable.’” Like Michael, she worried about knowing
now one in the class, or “one person in the class,” so she reported feeling nervous, “especially
with groups with more than one person.” She and Michael agreed on the strategy to employ
when they were forced to choose their own group members. Michael said, “I don't know that
many people, but there's also other people who like, who don't know that many people, and then
we can group together,” and Lisa was embarrassed to say, “What I probably would do, which
isn't very good, is I would wait to see who was left, and then probably go with them.” Both
students enjoyed being in assigned groups far more than selecting their own groups to work with
because of pervasive self-doubt.
Latino/a student participants, though, strongly preferred choosing group members for
themselves, no matter the academic outcome. Diego was honest with me about one of his chosen
group members failing to finish their presentation during work time, but he also was careful to
remind me that it was fine with him: “Someone didn’t really finish the presentation, but I don’t
think that’s, like, that bad.”Eva was just as honest. Even as she assured me that she and her
chosen peers “get the work done,” she admitted, “If we finish early, then we just get a little bit
off task, and then just talk about the weekend or something.” She even went on to reveal, “Since
we all, like, mostly speak Spanish. There’s some points that we don’t get, and then we try
translating them, and then we get even more confused. So we just try figuring it out. if we finish
early, then we just get a little bit off task, and then just talk about the weekend or something.” As
she reflected on her interactions with chosen peers during our interviews, she went on to say she
valued working with English speakers in assigned groups because, “They would probably know
way more than what I do...Since, like, they know more English than me. I feel like it would be
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more better for like, instruction. And like understanding like if it’s a text. I think it would be
better off if they read it instead if I read it.” Although she depicted her interactions in selfselected groups to be rich experiences of cultural sharing and connection, she simultaneously
admitted the value of learning from peers who spoke English as a native language in assigned
groups.
Implications
Teachers
When teachers are empowered to act as practitioner researchers, their practice improves
(Wells, 2014). I experienced this empowerment when I was afforded the opportunity to study my
own practice and students’ behaviors and achievement, and it will forever change how I conduct
my work as a teacher. If teachers are trusted more often to create their own research questions,
analyze evidence, and reflect on what they find, teaching practices will inevitably evolve (Wells,
2014). This means that administrators and policy makers will someday need to trust teachers to
invest in their own practice and provide them the space and resources to do so.
Additionally, teachers must care for themselves if they are to have the capacity to exert
an ethic of caring daily with their students and colleagues. Adult attachment theory (Riley, 2009)
indicates that if teachers are not securely attached in their own relationships, they will likely
struggle in the face of student resistance because they are searching for emotionally curative
interactions for themselves. According to Noddings (2013), “public life is limited by . . .
insistence upon meeting the other as one-caring” (p. 89). This can be a danger because the onecaring must also receive care. Noddings (2013) said, “If caring is to be maintained, clearly, the
one-caring must be maintained. She must be strong, courageous, and capable of joy” (p. 100).
Educators are limited in their humanity, just as students are, so we must all care for each other
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and ourselves as we collectively learn. This is how agency is cultivated in students, so that
teachers and students alike may enjoy optimal engagement in learning.
Administrators
First, administrators should consider embracing the TIPE approach and providing robust
professional development for teachers so that they understand how to incorporate Trauma
Informed Positive Education into their daily practice. So many students have faced trauma that
affect their abilities to learn, and to ignore their socio-emotional needs, is to fail at providing
what they need to learn effectively. Certainly, in the wake of the COVID19 pandemic, the
trauma educators and students have endured will have to be addressed honestly and explicitly in
order for academic gains to be fruitfully pursued. Brunzell et al. (2019) reminded teachers and
administrators alike that they should invest in kids’ emotional well-being in patient, caring
fashion, and that investment will lead to learning growth.
When kids are cared for and safe, they can engage, and Zepke (2017) argued that student
“Engagement…builds consciousness of self, others and society at large, critiques the
mainstream, involves dialogue among equals, strives for communicative action, recognizes and
acts to achieve social justice for others” (pp. 6-7). It takes tremendous administrative modeling,
support, and organization to assist teachers in facilitating that kind of impactful engagement.
Limitations
Due to location and participant availability, the research site was optimal for completing
this study. It is limiting, however, to examine a small group of students, in such a specific
location in the United States. Due to the particular location and participants, findings may be
more difficult to generalize. If I could do this study and include a greater number of student
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participants and perhaps a few teachers, I would do so. A broad array of perspectives and
experiences are always illuminating.
Of course, the fact that we were all facing ever-fluctuating circumstances of a global
pandemic was also a limitation. Kids were frustrated by wanting to be back in the building with
friends, teachers, and resources, and teachers were frustrated by teaching to kids who refused to
show their faces and often struggled to find the motivation to attend at all. These factors changed
what I observed and experienced in this study, and more importantly, they drastically impacted
how students experienced school.
Suggestions for Future Research
This research study examined what impacted student agency as it applied to choices in
curricula and peers for group work. Through questionnaire, observation, artifact analysis, and
personal interview, themes emerged about how students made choices about what they studied,
how they approached their academic work, and who they wanted to work with. While all student
participants responded favorably to an ethic of care, they experienced agency and corresponding
academic achievement in varied ways.
Distance Learning
Pervasive issues with access to effective, efficient technology impacted all participants in
this study negatively. When COVID19 initially caused us to vacate the building, school officials
found out how vast the digital divide was in our school community. Many students had no Wi-Fi
access at home, and even more had no computer access at home to do so much as type a
document. This created the need for more intervention than we were prepared to endeavor, so
allocating necessary learning resources took well into the fall semester of 2020-21 to fully roll
out.
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Contextual factors bear on students’ willingness to exhibit agency, and schools are not
the only contexts to consider; socio-cultural and familial settings are also powerful influences on
students' beliefs about their own abilities to make independent moves in their own learning
(Mercer, 2011). Anon High School serves a broad diversity of students, but there is a starkly
obvious division between students who have socio-economic privilege and those who do not, and
virtual learning caused those contrasting circumstances to be illuminated for all to see. As we
collectively battled spotty internet connectivity, lack of visibility and camera use, and gaps in
access to resources in general, it became quite obvious who had access to learning and who was
facing the obstacles of poverty.
Kuh et al. (2008) argued that responsibility for student engagement falls on the
educational institution. It requires support from teachers, peers, and the institution itself. Indeed,
Anon High distributed computers to kids who did not have them, the school district paid for
internet access for those who could not afford it, and teachers were advised to be lenient with due
dates and camera visibility.
Students, however, were not alleviated of responsibility for their own engagement, as
engagement is, “both the time and energy students invest in educationally purposeful activities
and the effort institutions devote to effective educational practices” (Kuh et al., 2008, p. 542).
While I tried to maintain high academic standards, I also felt compelled to bend due dates and
assignment requirements where it appeared that adequate supports were missing for students.
Finally, students were incredibly reluctant, and usually completely unwilling, to fully
engage with peers and instruction via distance learning. This was certainly surprising for me
because I assumed they would be comfortable with technology, as they had all grown up with it
as a consistent presence in their lives. While students appear to enjoy engaging in social media
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platforms like Instagram, Snapchat, Tik-Tok, and YouTube in their private lives, they also
commonly express negative attitudes about the ways in which this technology controls them.
According to Mihailidis (2014), this ambivalence can bleed into the classroom, resulting in lack
of participation in online learning activities.
Perhaps due to the novel nature of the online learning experience, students did not have
the skills to discern what they needed to attend to and what to dismiss. Connectivism is guided
by the knowledge that decisions must be based upon foundations that are quickly and
consistently changing. Novel knowledge acquisition is persistent, so the ability to distinguish
between information that is significant and insignificant is critically important (Siemens, 2005).
In addition to learning new subject matter and related skills, students were forced to also learn
how to learn with the technology that they previously relegated to leisure activity. Using such
tools for practical purposes quite obviously disoriented many of them and impacted the ways in
which they calculated exertion of agency.
As students attempted to navigate the new terrain of online learning during the pandemic,
they demonstrated hesitance when they were asked to choose group members. Participants made
several mentions of discomfort and feelings of isolation when they recalled being asked to
choose group members to work with, and they furthermore said these feelings of discomfort had
been persistent when we were in the physical classroom but had become even more palpable and
difficult to navigate in the world of distance learning. Students expressed relief when I arranged
groups for them because they no longer felt the pressure of standing out as one who was alone.
Diversity of Participants
More research about how students’ learning choices are made is warranted, and it should
include as diverse a student participant population as possible. I was able to study Latino/a and
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Anglo students, but the United States is comprised of vastly diverse student populations who
may choose curricula and group members to work with differently than those I studied. It is of
great interest to educators how to best meet the needs of such a diverse student population.
More student participants should be included so that a broader view of student
experiences with agency may be examined. Variables such as sexual orientation, gender identity,
and socio-economic status should be included, so that educators may understand how those
variables factor into student agency. If this study could be conducted to include a far larger and
diverse swathe of American students and teachers, we may learn even more about what informs
student agency in various learning environments.
Varied School Environments
It would also be helpful to understand how students exert agency in varied school
environments. Do students exert agency differently in public schools in the Mountain West than
they do in the American South? Do private schools evoke unique employment of student
agency? How does that look in comparison to student agency in public charter schools? The
education system provides a multitude of options for families to explore when choosing schools
for kids, so those varied structures and approaches should be considered. Bourdieu (1977)
defined habitus as, “the structures constitutive of a particular type of environment (e.g., the
material conditions of existence characteristic of a class condition) produce habitus, systems of
durable, transposable dispositions” (p. 78). According to Bourdieu (1977), those structures that
produce habitus also “tend to reproduce the regularities imminent in the objective conditions of
the production of their generative principle” (p. 78). Learning environments, in all their
complexities, generate habitus, just as home environments do, so we must consider them as the
unique, individual ecosystems that they are.
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Conclusion
While school district administrators frequently make mention of the importance of
student agency and empowerment, they rarely offer educators suggestions regarding how to
effectively foster such qualities. If an ideology or practice is to take hold in a school and impact
the lives of students and teachers, daily activities must be suffused and altered. Mission
statements and manifestos that never manifest in daily interactions in schools are ultimately
hollow gestures that never come to fruition (Eisner, 2002, p. 55). Monumental significance
resides in kids feeling as if they are welcome and valued as contributors (Noddings,
2013).Students clearly benefit from being afforded opportunities to choose what they learn, how
they learn it, and with whom, so teachers should be better informed about how to facilitate such
choice effectively.
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS
IN RESEARCH UNIVERSITY OF
NORTHERN COLORADO
Project Title: Altering the Route to Academic Achievement: Heterogenous Grouping and
Democratic Education
Researcher: Theresa Reali, M.A., School of Education
Phone Number:
E-mail: real6765@bears.unco.edu
Advisor: Dr. Brian Rose
E-mail: brian.rose@unco.edu
Phone Number: 970-351-4408
With the assistance of research advisors at University of Northern Colorado, I am researching
self- selected grouping and assigned grouping in the tenth grade, English Language Arts
classroom. If you grant permission, and if your child indicates to us a willingness to
participate, he/she will be interviewed four times, for a duration of no longer than 30 minutes,
over the course of twelve weeks of instruction. Interviews will be based on grouping
experiences that will take place in class at least once a week, over a period of ten to twelve
weeks. I will ask questions that will illuminate how comfortable students feel in varied types
of grouping configurations (self-selected and assigned) as well as student perceptions of
academic access and achievement in those different types of groups.
Students will first be allowed to choose their collaborative groups in class. These groups will
work together on challenging, identity-focused learning over a period of five to six weeks. I
will interview students twice during this six-week span of time: once every three weeks. Once
we have completed five to six weeks of collaboration in self-selected groups, I will assign
groups; I will mix students based on cultural and linguistic backgrounds at this time. Over the
six weeks of instruction in assigned groups, I will interview students once every three weeks
during this instructional unit also.
In addition, I will be analyzing attendance and academic achievement during both units, so
that I may compare both sets of data to determine if one grouping configuration is more
beneficial to students than another.
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I will offer incentives to those students who are selected to participate in interviews during
their own off periods and lunch periods. I will offer the following incentives:
-

Gift cards to the following vendors in increments of $5.00 per interview:
• AMC Movie Theatres
• Target
• Starbucks
• Amazon

Please contact me if any of these gift cards is not acceptable for your child to accept.
Page 1 of 2
initials here)

(Parent’s

I foresee no risks to subjects beyond those that are normally encountered during group work
in academic classes. Students will be asked to take the same types of risks in their learning
during this study that they take each and every day in my class otherwise. Frequent check-ins
via observation, questionnaire, and interview will be endeavored to insure your student’s
academic success and safety.
To maintain confidentiality, computer files of students’ performance will be created, and
names will be replaced by numerical identifiers. The names of subjects will not appear in
any professional report of this research.
Please feel free to phone or email me if you have any questions or concerns about this
research, and please retain one copy of this letter for your records.

Thank you for assisting me with my research.

Sincerely,

Theresa Reali, Researcher and Educator

Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to allow your child to participate in this study
and if (s)he begins participation you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your
decision will be respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise
entitled. Having read the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please
sign below if you would like to allow your child to participate in this research. A copy of this
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form will be given to you to retain for future reference. If you have any concerns about your
selection or treatment as a research participant, please contact Nicole Morse, Office of
Research & Sponsored Programs, Carter Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO
80639; 970-351-1910.

Child’s Full Name (please print)

Child’s Birth Date (month/day/year)

Parent/Guardian’s Signature

Date

Researcher’s Signature

Date
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ASSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO
My name is Theresa Reali, and I’m a researcher at the University of Northern Colorado and
sophomore English Language Arts teacher at your school. I do research on student grouping
in academic settings. That means I study whether it is best for students to select their own
groups, or for the teacher to select groups on students’ behalf. I would like to observe tenth
grade students in both grouping scenarios, and then I would like to collect questionnaire data
to determine how students feel about the group work they are doing. Then I hope to interview
some students in more detail about their experiences during group work. I will additionally
examine how often students turn in group-based assignments and what scores they earn
on those assignments. Ultimately, I want to measure many variables to understand how
different kinds of groupings affect student achievement.
If you want to talk with me, I’ll ask you about what was effective in your group work and what
you did not find effective. I will also ask you about how well you completed assignments with
group members, how well you understood content, and how comfortable you felt
communicating with members of your groups. For each question I will want you to explain
your answer, but this isn’t a test or assignment. There are no right or wrong answers, and there
won’t be any score or grade for your answers. I will write down what you say, but I won’t even
write down your name. It will take 15-30 minutes for you to answer my questions about your
experiences with group work. I’ll ask you for the best time to talk, so that it is convenient for
you. I will also offer incentives for your participation ($5.00 gift cards to various vendors).
Your parents have said it’s okay for you to talk with me, but you don’t have to. It is not a
requirement. Also, if you say “yes” but then change your mind, you can stop any time you
want to.
Do you have any questions for me about my research?
If you want to be in my research and talk with me about group work, sign your name below and
write today’s date next to it. Thanks!
_________________________________________________________________________
Student
Date
_________________________________________________________________________
Researcher
Date
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*Note This is presented as a Google Form.*
Type your name here:_____________________________________________
What did you base your group choice on? (Choose all that apply.)
I knew people in the group from past classes.
I knew people in the group from my neighborhood.
I joined a group where I knew I could speak Spanish if I wanted to.
I joined a group because I thought the people in it would share my values and
opinions.
I saw my friends in a group and wanted to work with them.
We worked well together last time, so I chose the same people.
I chose my group simply because there was space.
Ms. Reali put me in a group because I didn’t know anyone to work with.
How productive was your group in sharing passages and insights?
1

2

Not at all productive.
productive! We crushed it!

3

4

5
Awesomely

In choosing your group, do you believe you made the best choice for your progress
academically?
Yes
〇
〇

No

Will you choose the same people to work with next time, in light of how it went today?
Yes
〇
〇

No
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Q1: How do you feel about choosing your own group to work with in this class?
Probe1: What is positive about it?
Probe2: What is difficult about it?
Q2: How do you feel about readings and activities we’ve done that have focused on topics
like racism, poverty, and sexism?
Probe1: What have interactions and experiences with classmates been when we discuss these
topics?
Q3: What have been your experiences in your group with completing assignments?
Probe1: How has each group member contributed to assignment completion?
Probe2: What has been positive about working with this group to complete academic
work?
Probe3: What has been challenging about working with this group to complete
academic work?
Probe4: How have you understood your classmates as you have interacted in your
group?
-

Are your classmates using language you understand?

-

How often do you speak during group work?

Q4: In the future, when we are learning in-person again, how will you choose when you are
allowed to select your own group members?
Probe1: Will you work with friends, even if they are not students who always do their work?
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KEY:
CVE= Incidents of Cooperative Verbal Engagement
VFO= Video Feed On
OT = Incidents of Off-Task
Behaviors
N= Noise in Learning Environment
T= Technology Access Issues
DATE OF OBSERVATION:
ACTIVITY DESCRIPTION:
RESPONDENT ID:

CV
E
VF
O
OT
N
T

Task Completion:
NOTES:

COMPLETE

PARTIAL SPECIAL

182

APPENDIX F
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Research Questions
What are the perceptions of high school

Data Collection Measures
-

Interview

-

Interview

-

Data Analysis: Assessment and

sophomore Language Arts students of
courses wherein they are regularly asked to
make choices about what they learn?
What are the perceptions of high school
sophomore Language Arts students of the
efficacy of assigned, mixed-ability
grouping?
In what ways is student achievement
affected by assigned, mixed ability

assignment grades and completion rates.

grouping in a sophomore Language Arts
class?
In what ways is student engagement

-

Data Analysis: Attendance

affected by assigned, mixed ability

-

Observation: Number of attempts

grouping in a sophomore Language Arts
class?

speaking
-

Observation: Video Use
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Institutional Review Board
TO: Theresa Reali, Ed. D.
FROM: University of Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB
PROJECT TITLE: [1553842-1] ALTERING THE ROUTE TO ACADMIC ACHIEVEMENT:
HETEROGENEOUS GROUPING AND DEMOCRATIC EDUCATION
SUBMISSION TYPE: New Project
ACTION: APPROVAL/VERIFICATION OF EXEMPT STATUS
DECISION DATE: April 13, 2020
EXPIRATION DATE: April 20, 2024
Thank you for your submission of New Project materials for this project. The University of Northern
Colorado (UNCO) IRB approves this project and verifies its status as EXEMPT according to federal IRB
regulations.
We will retain a copy of this correspondence within our records for a duration of 4 years.
If you have any questions, please contact Nicole Morse at 970-351-1910 or 185icole.morse@unco.edu.
Please include your project title and reference number in all correspondence with this committee.

This letter has been electronically signed in accordance with all applicable regulations, and a copy is retained within University of
Northern Colorado (UNCO) IRB’s records.
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Dissertation - Approval to proceed

Mon, Dec 2, 2019, 3:05 PM

to me,
James
Theresa,
You are good to go regarding collecting data for your dissertation. Please let me know
if you
have any questions.
Good luck! Lucy
Research Helpdesk
XXXXXX School District

